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PREFACE 
In the history of American criticism, the contribution of 
Washington Allston has received little, if any, consideration, yet 
this nineteenth-century American artist, considered by the most dis-
tinguished minds of his generation to be one of the greatest men his 
country had produced, wrote an extensive treatise on art which was 
published in 1850, and which, it appeared to the writer, should en-
title him to recognition. This conviction provided the initial in-
centive for the study of Washington Allston as critic. 
For material used in this dissertation, I am indebted to the 
various biographers of Allston and especially to Edgar P. Richardson; 
to the Faculty Records of Harvard College; to the Allston correspond-
ence in the Boston Public Library, and in the Houghton Library at 
Harvard University; to the documents and other materials in the Fogg 
Art Museum at Harvard, and in the Boston Athenaeum. I was particular-
ly fortunate to be given access to the manuscript notes on Allston pre• 
pared by Professor H. w. L. Dana, and to the Allston and Dana correspond-
ence which Mr. Thomas de Valcourt, custodian of the Allston Trust Fund, 
so kindly made available to me. I wish, also, to express my sincere ap-
preciation to Mr. Stephen T. Riley and the staff of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society for their many kindnesses in connection with the Dana 
and Allston Papers. Indebtedness to my colleagues, Professor Ottilie 
Stafford, and Professor Jean Zurcher is gratefully acknowledged; and es-
pecially, I wish to thank Professor William Jewell and Professor George 
Levitine of the Fine Arts Department of Boston University for their guid• 
ance and invaluable criticisms in the preparation of this study. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Washington Allston rightfully occupies an important position in 
the history of American art, pre-eminent as he was in the first group 
of artists privileged to call themselves citizens of the new nation; 
also as first to encompass the entire range of genres in painting, and 
as the first harbinger in America of Romanticism. In addition to these 
and other distinctions, Allston is known to have contributed to art 
criticism. At the time of his sudden death, he was engaged in writing 
down his ideas on art, to be presented in a proposed series of lectures. 
Seven years after his death, in 1850, the completed lectures were pub-
lished under the title Lectures~~~ Poems. 
The Lectures have received a modicum of attention. At the time of 
publication, reviews appeared in current periodicals such as the ~ 
Englander, the Bulletin of the American Art Union, the Bulletin of~ 
~ England~ Union, the North American Review, and the American Whig 
Review. The book was referred to by William Ware in a series of lectures 
on the Works ~ Genius of Washington Allston, published in 1852. In 
1866, the Commonwealth, wishing not "to turn aside from its democratic 
mission of caring for the education of the people," published a compre-
hensive article on the Lectures. M. G. van Rensselaer, referred in the 
Magazine of~ (Vol. XII, 1889) to the remarkable quality of Allston's 
critical writing. 
Little attention appears to have been given to Allston's critical 
theory during the first half of the present century, until Edgar P. 
Richardson remarked upon its significance in his biography of Allston, 
iv 
published in 1948. Richardson referred to Lectures 2ll Art as the 'most 
important and most neglected of Allston's writings.", He devoted the 
greater part of one chapter of his book to a consideration of Allston's 
theories, outlining what he considered to be salient points; and through-
out his biography he frequently interspersed his discussions of Allston's 
paintings with allusions to the artist's theories. Allston·s ideas were 
discussed by Richardson under the two headings of '~is theory of art as 
expression and his attitude toward the question of originality and tradi-
tion." Allston's theory is summarized by Richardson as one of creation 
and communication. Allston was considered by Richardson to have been 
part of a movement in the early nineteenth century protesting the skeptical 
and dogmatic intellectual climate of the eighteenth century, and 
endeavoring to place the arts upon the "characteristic spiritual tradition 
of our civilization." 
At the time Richardson was preparing the manuscript for his study 
of Allston as painter, Professor Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Dana, the 
artist's great-grand-nephew, was intending to publish a personal biog-
raphy of Allston which would have included a discussion of the artist's 
theories on art. Toward this biography he had collected much valuable 
material and had prepared some manuscripts. 
vented the completion of this work. 
His death unfortunately pre-
John P. Simoni, of Ohio State University, presented in 1952 a dis-
sertation on "Art Critics and Criticism in Nineteenth Century America," 
which considered Allston briefly as a possible influence on later critics 
such as Stillman and Cook. 
v 
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Except for brief allusions, no further consideration appears to 
have been given to Allston's opinions on art. He has never been 
included in the history of American criticism or general history of 
American thought, and no exhaustive study has previously been made 
of his critical theory. 
In this dissertation, Allston's qualifications and contributions 
as a critic are examined, together with the nature and compass of his 
theory of art, in an endeavor to ascertain, if possible, his significance 
in American criticism. Examination is not entirely limited to the 
Lectures on Art, but Allston's ideas, wherever they may have been recorded, 
-- ---
in correspondence, manuscripts or memoranda, in his poetry and his 
novel, Monaldi, have been considered. 
In Part One, including the first three chapters of the dissertation, 
the historical and psychological backgrounds for the development of 
Allston's criticism are discussed, and his professional reputation is 
reviewed. A resume of his theory is presented in Part Two (Chapters 
Four to Ten) possible influences on his thought are considered in 
Part Three {Chapters Eleven to Fourteen), and finally, in Part Four 
(Chapters Fifteen to Seventeen) the significance of Allston as critic 
is considered not only in relation to his own time but to contemporary 
criticism. 
1 
PART ONE 
WASHINGION ALLSTON, SCHOLAR AND CRITIC 
CHAPTER ONE, BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
Washington Allston, a national figure in his lifetime, is little 
known today, A brief biographical sketch places him chronologically and 
geographically, and provides for an understanding of the background from 
which his critical thought developed. 
Family Background and General Education 
The son of a wealthy southern planter, Washington Allston was born 
on November 5, 1779, on the family estate located in Waccamaw, South 
Carolina, a strip of land somewhat separated from the mainland by the 
l 
Waccamaw River. On their extensive rice plantations, the Allston family 
lived in an atmosphere of aristocratic luxury. An officer of Marion's 
army describes the kindness of "these great people" when Marion took his 
ragged and worn men to Waccamaw "for a little rest." They were treated 
royally by the Allstons, taken up "their princely steps," and invited 
into their grand salons and dining rooms where mahogany sideboards were 
quickly covered with pitchers of old amber-colored brandy. The horses 
were "up to the eyes in corn and sweet-scented fodder," and "fish, flesh, 
and fowl, all of the fattest and finest, and sweetly graced with the 
smiles of the great ladies," were spread before the tired and hungry 
2 3 
soldiers. Here, at a later date, General Washington also was entertained. 
l 
Elizabeth Deas Allston, The Allstons and Alstons of Waccamaw 
(Charleston, S.C.: Privately Printed, 1936). 
2 Moses Foster Sweetser, Allston (Boston: Houghton, Osgood & Co., 
1879), p. 9. 
3 Susan Lowndes Allston, Brookgreen Waccamaw !n the Carolina ~ 
Country (Charleston, S.C.: Privately Printed, 1935), p. 14. 
The family was distinguished not only for its affluence and social 
standing, but also for its patriotic contribution of many public serv-
4 
ants, a long line of soldiers, army officers, and governors. 
Captain William Allston died when his son Washington was only two 
years of age. On his deathbed he requested that his infant son be 
brought to his bedside, and the young mother cherished as "a sacred 
legacy" his prophetic words: ''He who lives to see this child grow up 
will see a great man. "5 
Allston's mother later married Dr. Henry Flagg, the son of a 
wealthy shipping merchant of Newport, Rhode Island, who had been chief 
of the medical staff of Greene's army, and who remained in the South 
6 
following the war. Dr. Flagg appears to have taken an affectionate 
interest in Allston and to have supervised his education. At Mrs. Col-
cott's school in Charleston, the child was "thoroughly grounded in rudi-
7 
mentary studies." Allston remembers how, at this age, he delighted in 
being terrified by the stories of witches and hags told to him by the 
negroes. 
In 1787, he was sent to Newport and placed in the home of Robert 
Rogers to prepare for college. He had already taught himself how to 
draw and paint, and in Newport he received kindly encouragement and 
suggestions from a Mr. King. In Newport, also, he made the acquaintance 
4 Jared B. Flagg, Washington Allston, Life and Letters (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1892), pp. 1•4. 
5 
6 
7 
Ibid., P• 2. 
Ibid., p. 6. 
Ibid., p. 17. 
3 
of the miniature painter, Malbone, and of William Ellery Channing and 
his sister Anne.B The influence of the Channings on Allston was of 
great significance, and Newport, itself, must have been a definite 
factor in the formation of his personality. At this time Newport was 
the chief naval station of the republic, distinguished not only for 
its wealth but also for its culture. In the homes of the numerous 
aristocratic families which had developed there, the "courtly officers 
of the French fleets" were royally entertained, and there was abundant 
social life for all.9 
Nine years in Rogers' school prepared Allston so well for college 
that the Harvard curriculum "made but small demands upon his time, so 
that he was enabled to devote several leisure hours daily to painting."10 
During his first two years in college, he was entrusted to the care of 
Dr. Waterhouse and lived in the home of this progressively minded 
professor of Theory and Practice of Physic.11 The influence of the 
doctor's alert, scientific mind in such close relationship must have 
been inspirational. Dr. Waterhouse was proud to claim a portrait by 
Allston of his son; and for the young artist he held "the partiality 
of a friendship partaking of the paternal."12 
8 ~., PP• 9, 10. 
9 Sweetser, 14, 15. PP• 
10 Flagg, P• ll. 
ll Ibid., P• 16. 
12 William Dunlap. .! History of the Rise and Progress.£!~~ 
of Design J:!! ~ United States (NEW York, 1834:"" Reprinted Boston: 
Goodspeed, 1918), p. 300. 
4 
Allston was described by his classmate, Leonard Jarvis, as having 
less of the "schoolboy" or "raw student" about him than other students, 
and as dressing in "more fashionable style." He was further distinguished 
by "the grace of his movements and his gentlemanly deportment." The 
impression he made was unforgettable, with his smooth, colorless com-
plexion, "a profusion of dark, wavy hair," a very expressive mouth, and 
a "large, lustrous, melting eye." His personality, with his "gentle, 
unassuming manners," won him the good will of students and college officers 
alike.l3 
While at Harvard, Allston appears to have found time for all kinds 
of extra-curricular activities, and among other clubs and societies, was 
a member of the Hasty Pudding Club, an organization which selected as 
members promising young men from each class, regardless of wealth or 
social distinction. As secretary of this organization, he initiated 
the custom of keeping the records "in rhyme," a practice which, according 
to Morison, "has been the bane of all his successors."14 
In his sophomore year, he moved to a house located on the road to 
Boston, and his classmates described his practice of filling his window 
panes with drawings and paintings which attracted wide attention, including 
that of the teamsters who stopped their cattle on the way to Boston to 
look up at the window with "wonder and delight."15 
At the memorial service held by the college for George Washington, 
Allston was selected to read an original "elegiac" poem; and again, at 
13 Flagg, P• 18. 
14 Samuel Eliot Morison. Three Centuries at Harvard (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1936), p. 183. 
15 Flagg, P• 24. 
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the commencement exercises in his senior year, it is recorded that he 
read "an English poem" which was entitled "Energy of Character,nl6 
In addition to his hobbies of drawing and writing, Allston enjoyed 
reading, and from a letter written to his mother in his senior year, it 
is evident that his mind was thoughtful and mature, He observed; "I 
am inclined to think from my own experience that the difficulty to 
eminence lies not in the road, but in the timidity of the traveller," 
Few minds, in his opinion, were capable of conceiving a project they 
were unable to execute, "If there have been some failures, less blame, 
perhaps, is to be ascribed to the partiality of fortune," he wrote, 
"than to their want of confidence,nl7 
Allston was graduated with distinction from Harvard in 1800 with 
a liberal arts degree, 18 and with the determination to become a 
professional artist, "if resolution and perseverance will effect it, 
to be the first painter, at least, from America,"l9 He could not have 
foreseen the protracted separation from his fiancee, Anne Channing, 
which this ambition would involve, 
At the time Allston left Cambridge, the Allston estates were in 
the hands of executors, and fearing litigations and delays, Allston 
accepted at a "ruinous sacrifice" an offer from one of the executors 
for his share of the inheritance, and with his patrimony, in company 
16 
17 
18 
19 
Harvard College Faculty Records, Vol. VII, pp. 112, 113, 
Flagg, P• 20, 
Harvard College Faculty Records, Vol, VII, p. 114, 
Flagg, P• 20, 
6 
with his friend Malbone, sailed for Europe, arriving in London in June, 
20 
1801. In September of that year he was admitted to the Royal Academy 
and the next year exhibited at Somerset House three humorous paintings 
made before he left America. 21 
Professional Training and Early Criticism 
Allston as critic emerges at this juncture in a judicial role, 
22 pronouncing West "one of the greatest men in the world." He did not 
hesitate to rank in order the prominent English painters, placing Opie 
before Northcote, and ranking as the first two portrait painters Lawrence 
and Beechy, neither of whom, in his opinion, could paint as well as 
Stuart. As for the rest, they were considered by the young Allston to 
be the "damnedest stupid wretches that ever disgraced a profession."23 
Trumbull, he wrote to his friend Fraser, had been a whole year painting 
his "Gibraltar," and it ought to have been better. "I have no idea of 
a painter's laboring up to fame," he continued. "When he ceases to 
obtain reputation without it, he becomes a mechanic.n24 
This letter to Charles Fraser, dated August 25, 1801, is important 
for its expression of the early philosophy of the critic and the vigor 
of his thought. With conviction, he wrote: 
Believe me, sir, it is no proof of vanity that a man should 
suppose himself adequate to more than he has already performed. 
Confidence is the soul of genius. Great talents to a timid mind 
are of as little value to the owner as gold to a miser 
20 
Sweetser, p. 23; Flagg, p. 36. 
21 Flagg, 41. p. 
22 Ibid., p. 43. 
23 Ibid., 45,46. pp. 
24 Ibid., 43,46. pp. 
7 
who is afraid to use it. Great men rise but by their own 
exertions. It is the fool's and the child's pusillanimity 
alone that are boosted up to fame. How are we to learn our 
own powers without a trial? Accident will, indeed sometimes 
discover them; but are we all to wait for accident? No, sir; 
the principle of self-love was implanted in us to excite 
emulation, and he violates a law of nature who yields to 
despair without a previous trial of his powers. A little 
seasonable vanity is the best friend we can have. Not that 
silly conceit founded on adventitious advantages, which ex-
alts us but in our own imagination. But I mean the confidence 
which arises from a determination to excel, and is nourished 
by a hope of future greatness •••• It was a saying of 
Alcibiades, and I believe a very just one, that "when souls 
of a certain order did not perform all they wished, it was 
because they had not courage to attempt all they could."25 
Of critics who had come to his notice in London, Allston expressed 
his opinion in 1803, two years after his arrival. Only a few, he felt, 
dared to judge for themselves, and of those few, there were "still 
fewer" whose judgment was "sanctioned by their candor or their taste." 
Allston required of the critic that he be able to "incorporate his mind 
with his author" and therefore he felt it was not surprising that so 
few should be capable of judging." Critical timidity would increase in 
every society, Allston affirmed, where the "literary candidates them-
selves were afraid." "When a man undertakes a great design, and expresses 
a doubt whether he shall be successful, we are always ready to commend 
his modesty," Allston observed, but he further noted that admiration is 
inspired by "proper confidence." 26 In this same year, Allston expressed 
his opinion that every author should be adequate "to the judging of his 
25 Ibid., pp. 46, 47. 
26 Ibid., Po 50. 
8 
own performance." "Surely," he observed, "the mind which is capable of 
conceiving a great plan may also possess an equal power to analyze its 
principles ." 27 
Allston the painter expressed the conviction while at Harvard that 
a mind capable of conceiving a plan should be capable of executing it.28 
Allston the critic has now advanced the hypothesis that the mind capable 
of conceiving a plan is also capable of critical analysis of the principles 
involved in its execution. On this dual premise, Allston based his career, 
with a youthful and idealistic confidence that failure to achieve emin-
ence lay "not in the road, but in the timidity of the traveler."29 Con-
ception and analysis would be under the mind's control, but the diffi-
culties of the road in execution he was yet to experience. 
In the fall of 1803, in company with John Vanderlyn, Allston left 
London for Paris, passing through Belgium and Holland en route. The 
Louvre at this time contained the treasures which Napoleon had gathered 
from his European conquests, many of which were later returned to their 
owners. Here and in the Luxembourg gallery, Allston became "a constant 
and diligent student."30 "Titian, Tintoret, and Paul Veronese absolutely 
enchanted me," he wrote, "for they took away all sense of subject." It 
was "the gorgeous concert of colors," "the poetry of color," which gave 
him such intense pleasure. At the time, he wrote, "I did not stop to 
analyze my feelings--perhaps at that time I could not have done it. I 
27 Ibid., P• 52. 
28 See p. 6. 
29 Flagg, P• 20. 
30 Ibid., P• 55. 
9 
was content with my pleasure without seeking the cause.•~1 In copying 
Rubens and Veronese without an understanding of the color theory involved, 
32 
he later commented that he had worked "like a mechanic." 
In the spring of 1804, traveling alone, Allston passed through 
Switzerland to Italy, arriving in Rome late in the fall. He enjoyed 
the company of Irving during the following spring33 and later, Vanderlyn 
arrived. In December, Coleridge came to Rome and during the six months 
of his stay Allston and he developed a close friendship. The importance 
of this friendship cannot be overestimated in the development of Allston's 
critical theory. After Coleridge left, Allston remained in Rome for two 
years of further study, sailing to Aaerica 
pleted seven years of travel and intensive 
Professional Life 
in April, 1808, 
34 
study abroad. 
having com• 
The years of European study constituted, also, a long and ·~atient 
courtship" ending with his marriage to Anne Channing in 18ll. While in 
America, Allston painted a number of portraits and was invited to read 
35 
a poem before the Phi Beta Kappa Society of Harvard. He again sailed 
for Europe with his wife and a young art student, s. F. B. Morse, in 
1811, to be joined six months later by another pupil, Charles R. Leslie. 
31 Ibid., pp. 55, 56. 
32 Sweetser, p. 36. 
33 Van Wyck Brooks, The World of Washington Irving (New York: E. P. 
Dutton eo., 1944), p. 169. 
34 Edgar P. Richardson, Washington Allston (Chicago: The Univer-
sity or Chicago Press, 1948), pp. 24, 25. 
35 Flagg, P• 82. 
10 
In London, Allston established himself professionally and resumed former 
acquaintances.36 Here he also continued his friendship with Coleridge. 
Two years after his arrival in England, in 1813, his Sylphs of the~­
~with Other Poems was published, and was favorably received.37 Under 
the direction of his friends, Professor Willard and Edmund T. Dana, the 
book was republished the same year in America.38 Observations on art 
which appear in the poems indicate that by this time Allston's theories 
11 
were well developed and were established on a philosophical basis. Humili-
ty now tempered the self-confidence of earlier expressions, and greatness 
and fame as objectives were superseded in his thinking by the value of 
personal worth pursued "through love of truth."39 A theory of art refut-
ing the controversial arguments of the colorists and the exponents of 
classic form was expressed in "The Two Painters; " 40 and in the lines ad-
dressed "To a Lady," Allston expressed his theory of "poetic truth."41 
A critique of a type of criticism which Allston repudiated, and other 
ideas contained in this volume indicate that the artist, capable of con-
ceiving and executing, was also capable of analyzing the principles in-
volved in his profession, and that the critic, as well as the painter, 
had developed to a professional level well deserving of recognition. 
36 Richardson, p. 97; Flagg, pp. 89-94. 
37 Flagg, P• 82. 
38 Richard Henry Dana refers to this edition in the Preface of 
Allston 1 s Lectures .2!! Art. 
39 Washington Allston. Lectures ~ ~ ~ Poems (New York: Baker 
and Scribner, 1850) , p. 253. 
40 
41 
~., P• 218. 
Ibid., P• 269. 
As a painter, Allston was attracting public attention. In the 
same year that his poems were published, he received a prize of two 
hundred guineas for his painting of "The Dead Man Revived;" 42 but 
strenuous overwork on this painting resulted in a serious illness, 
from the effects of which Allston was never to recover.43 At this 
juncture, obstacles in the •road" began to confront the mind of the 
artist and critic, and only five years after his marriage, the sudden 
death of Mrs. Allston, in 1815, brought the shock of bereavement. A 
close friend of Allston's, John Howard Payne, 44 and Allston's pupils, 
Morse and Leslie, accompanied him to the "impressively simple funeral" 
of his wife, and to the burial ground of St. Pancras Chapel. Morse 
and Leslie persuaded Allston to leave his empty home for lodgings with 
them, and there he continued to work until gradually the paralyzing 
grief was dispelled. 45 During the remainder of his stay in London, he 
appears to have spent a great deal of time with Coleridge, who was then 
living with the Gillmans, and from him received comfort and new philoso-
42 Flagg, p. 102· 
43 ' Sweetser, p. 65. Allston s illness was in the nature of a 
"serious chronic derangement of the digestive organs •••• His sus-
ceptible and highly nervous temperament was from this time hampered 
by material troubles, compelling him to long and frequent cessations 
from labor, and resulting in occasional inequalities of execution." 
44 See footnote No. 19 of Chapter Two. 
45 Richardson, p. 114; Flagg, p. 110. 
12 
phical insights,46 
In 1817, he spent six weeks in Paris, reliving, no doubt, his 
earlier experiences with the paintings which had so vividly impressed 
him on his first visit, and appreciating them now with an understand-
ing of the principles involved,47 
Two additional honors came to him in 1818: he was made an honor-
ary member of the American Academy of Fine Arts in New York,48 andre-
ceived from the British Institute an award of one hundred and fifty 
pounds "as a mark of the approbation of the directors" for the paint-
ing of "Uriel in the Sun," 49 At this date, Allston's success appeared 
assured, He had enjoyed the cultural advantages of Europe for nearly 
fifteen years. His friends were men and women of education and culture. 
Such contacts, with study and travel, had made of Allston a cosmopolite 
whose opinions could not in any sense be considered as deriving from a 
provincial background, 
Unexpectedly, and at a time when he appeared to be launched on a 
most promising career in England, Allston left London, writing his friend 
Leslie from shipboard on August 23, 1818, to request him to tell Coleridge 
and certain other friends that he had left London. In October, he was in 
Boston and explained to Henry Pickering that he was "so constantly oc-
46 Several letters from Mrs. Gillman in the files of H. w. L. Dana 
express the Gillman's affectionate interest in Allston. 
47 Richardson, p. 98, 
48 The letter informing Allston of his election, dated January 20, 
1818, is filed with the Dana correspondence in the Massachusetts Histori-
cal Society, 
49 See letter from the British Institute, February 5, 1818, 
13 
cupied by visiting and receiving visits" from his many friends, and 
that his "feelings had been so variously excited," that he had not been 
able to collect himself sufficiently to write.50 His European success 
had given him a great prestige and he was welcomed not only as a friend 
and former acquaintance, but as an American who had brought honor to 
his country by achieving distinction abroad. 
In November, he received a letter from William Collins, notifying 
him of his election as an Associate of the Royal Academy, and sending 
him greetings from the Beaumonts, Wordsworth, Southey, and others. 51 
After the excitement of his return had subsided, he evidently found 
time for reflection upon the theories which later were incorporated 
into his Lectures, for he wrote to Leslie in 1919: "What a world is 
that of thought; and what a world does he possess whose thoughts are 
only of the beautiful, the pure, and holy~1152 Many of his thoughts on 
art at this time were incorporated in Monaldi, which was completed in 
1922 for his friend Dana's Idle~. but .laid aside, on the discontinu-
ance of that periodical, until 1841, when friends persuaded him to pub-
lish it. 53 
Allston was a prominent contributor to the first art exhibition in 
Boston, held at the Boston Atheneum in 1827, and he commented on the 
exhibition in general that he had "seen worse" in London. The attend-
50 
51 
52 
53 
Allston to Pickering, October 31, 1818. 
Flagg, P• 140. 
Allston to Leslie, November 16, 1819. 
Flagg, P• 313. 
14 
ance was greater than anyone had anticipated and the artists were 
astonished that "day after day and week after week" it had been thronged 
"to a most delightful degree of annoyance."54 
During the first few months of 1830, correspondence passed between 
Senator Gulian c. Verplanck and Allston regarding a painting for the 
rotunda of the Washington Capitol. Allston appeared to be interested 
in such a commission, and discussed a possible subject; but in May, Ver• 
planck wrote that through pressure of other business, the bill had been 
crowded out; though he hoped it might be taken up the following winter.55 
In June of 1830, Allston was married to Martha Dana, the sister of 
his college friends, Richard and Edmund Dana. The Allstons established 
their home in Cambridgeport, where the Dana family owned property, and 
there, in 1831, Allston was installed in a large new painting room.56 
The new location held a particular charm for Allston, since it was near 
"the faVorite haunt" of his college days, where he used to walk and dream 
of poetry and art. It seemed, he said, to bring "into one" the early 
years and the later portion of his life, and give to it the restful qual-
ity which had always appealed to him. 57 Here he began to gather together 
58 
and write down his ideas for the Lectures~ Art. 
Debt plagued him, and he was harrassed by illness. In 1833, his ob-
54 Ibid., P• 214. 
55 Ibid., pp. 228-239. 
56 Ibid., P• 239; Allston to Cogdell, July 25, 1831. 
57 Ibid., P• 240. 
58 Richardson, p. 157. 
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ligations prevented his accepting a commission from his native state; 
and by 1836, when a commission was finally offered to him for the Capi-
tol rotunda, he felt quite unable to accept it.59 He was now nearly 
sixty years of age. The strain of unremitting work, frustration and 
worry had added to the toll exacted by illness. Julia Ward Howe left 
a picture of Allston very different from Leonard Jarvis' description 
of the handsome young man with the fashionable clothes at Harvard. Now 
his clothes were quite out of fashion, and his curls were white: Mrs. 
Howe wrote: 
At that day ••• one might occasionally have seen in some 
street of Boston a fragile figure, and upon it a head dis-
tinguished by snowy curls and starry eyes. Here was the 
Winter of age; here the perpetual summer of the soul. The 
coat and hat did not matter; but they were of some quaint 
forgotten fashion, outlining the vision as belonging to the 
past. You felt a modesty in looking at anything so unique 
and delicate. I remember this vision as suddenly disclosed 
out of a bitter winter's day. And the street was Chestnut 
Street, and the figure was Washington Allston going to visit 
the poet Richard H. Dana. And not long afterwards the silvery 
snows melted, and the soul which had mgde those eyes so lumi-
nous shot back to its immortal sphere. 0 
As a kind gesture, with the hope that it might be financially re-
warding to Allston, friends arranged an exhibition of forty-seven of 
his paintings in Chester Harding's Boston studio in November of 1839.61 
The Boston Artists' Association elected him to be their first president 
in 1841, and in 1842, twelve years after his marriage he was able for 
59 Allston to Jarvis, June 24, 1836; Joint Committee to Allston, 
July 4, 1936. 
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60 
61 
1839. 
Julia Ward Howe. Remi.niscences (Boston and New York: Roberts Bros. ,1883) 
p.c3 
Richardson, P• 135; Richard Henry Dana to w. c. Bryant, May 13, 
the first time in his life, to move into a home of his own, 62 Here, 
during the winter of 1842-43, he read aloud the completed lectures on 
art to Professors Longfellow and Felton, The importance, to him, of 
the ideas he was presenting is evident in Professor Felton's descrip-
tion of his reading,63 
The following summer, on July 9, death came suddenly and quietly 
to Allston while seated at his usual evening occupation of reading and 
writing, 64 
62 Ibid,, p, 321, 
63 Sweetser, p. 147. "It was a most interesting and impressive 
thing to see that beloved and venerated person, after making all his 
peculiar arrangements--placing his lights each in a certain position, 
settling his footstool between his chair and the fire, warming his 
feet, lighting his cigar, read on, hour after hour those masterly 
expositions clothed in the richest forms of language, , , his large, 
mysterious eye growing larger with the interest of his subject, his 
voice increasing in volume and strength, his pale countenance trans-
figured by his kindling soul, to an almost supernatural expression, 
until as he uttered passage after passage of harmonious and magnifi-
cent discourse, he seemed to become the inspired prophet, declaring 
a new revelation of the religion of art," 
64 Richard Henry Dana's graphic description of the events connected 
with Allston's death appears in Charles Francis Adams' biography of 
Dana. 
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(,:HAPTER TWO. THE PERSONALITY AND IDEALS OF ALLSTON 
The circumstances and events of Allston's life contributed to the 
development of a rich and complex personality, of which his criticism 
was but one expression. The rare combination of unusual personal qual-
ities which constituted his unique individuality has been emphasized by 
all who have written of him. Any attempt at this date to reconstruct 
such a personality must fail to do it justice, and such is not the pur-
pose of this study. But it is important to remember that while Allston 
lived in the world of events, he lived extensively in the inner reaches 
of aspiration, reflection, and affection. It was from this deep reser-
voir that he drew his ideas on the meaning of life and the significance 
of art; therefore it is important to note the extent and the quality of 
the inner resources of Allston. 
Emotional Factors 
Allston was gifted with a happy, affectionate nature, and for him, 
it was as important to feel, to care deeply, as it was to think or to 
1 
do. The wellsprings of his thought and action were filled with the 
milk of human kindness. He forged the links of his theoretical reflec-
tions from the pure gold of affection for his art, his circle of rela-
tives and friends, his fellowmen, his country, and his God. 
The warmth of his personality is apparent in early correspondence 
2 
with his teacher, Rogers, and with his mother. His letters of this 
period reveal a young man sensitive to criticism and extremely anxious 
1 Flagg, pp. 11, 16, 17. 
2 Ibid., pp. 15-20. 
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not to disappoint or offend. Enthusiastic, fun loving, considerate, 
handsome, he made friends easily and his friendships were enduring. 
Letters from the last years of his life express his continued regard 
for those whom he had known in boyhood. 3 Many of his Harvard friend-
ships appear to have been lifelong, and based on the highest mutual 
esteem. In fact, to an unusual extent, he appears to have inspired 
not only kindly interest, but deep affection. 4 It would be difficult 
to conceive of a more devoted friend than was Richard Henry Dana to 
Allston. His correspondence, during the years of Allston's residence 
in Cambridgeport, is a continuous record of kindly interventions, sol-
icitous and tactful efforts to bring any possible encouragement to his 
friend, with unfeigned pleasure in his successes.5 
3 Refer to Allston's correspondence with his southern friends, 
Knapp and Cogdell. 
4 Letters from Greenough, Morse, Jarvis, Leslie, Cogdell, and 
Coleridge are representative indications of the quality of his friend-
ships. Coleridge expressed his regard for Allston in a letter dated 
October 25, 1815: "To you and to you alone since I have left England, I 
have felt more, and had I not known the Wordsworths, should have loved 
and esteemed you first and most, and as it is, next to them I love & 
honor you. 11 
5 
After Allston's death, Dana felt alone, with no one left whose 
mind ''moved in sympathy" with his own. The thought of returning to 
Cambridgeport in the fall after Allston's death brought with it so much 
sadness, he wrote, that he could ''hardly bear to think of it." "It 
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used to be one of my dreams," said Dana, "that should God bestow a fortune upon t 
one of the first things I would do would be to free Allston from all his 
pecuniary obligations •••• But Morse and I have been waked, and behold 
it was a dream. No, I at times dream still, childish as it may seem, and 
fancy myself about doing, what in my case I then knew would be almost an 
impossible thing and on which Death has now set its seal, making it an 
entire impossibility, and yet it a little eases the aching of my heart at 
times to be thus the child still; and may I not then dream?" See Flagg, 
p. 283. 
A sonnet, written on Coleridge's death, expressed Allston's ap-
preciation for the friendship of this philosopher-poet.6 
That he was thoughtfully considerate of his friends is apparent 
from an incident recorded by Flagg in connection with a gift of draw-
ings Allston had received. Writing to express his appreciation, he 
remarked: "Several of them, however, still remain unexamined in their 
cases; for as they are too good to be enjoyed alone, I never open them 
but when the pleasure can be shared by some particular ftiend. 117 
Although friendships were very important in Allston's life, his 
deepest pleasure was found in the intimacy of his family. At the time 
of his second marriage, he commented: "The truest enjoyment I have ever 
known has been in that which was reflected back to me from those I love--
20 
only to be found in the domestic circle, and among a few personal friends." 
A home provided for him that inviolable privacy which was so essential 
6 
7 
Allston, p. 346. Sonnet, "On the Late s. T. Coleridge" 
And thou art gone, most loved, most honored friend: 
No, never more thy gentle voice shall blend 
With air of Earth its pure ideal tones, 
Binding in one, as with harmonious zones, 
The heart and intellect. And I no more 
Shall with thee gaze on that unfathomed deep, 
The Human Soul,--as when, pushed off the shore, 
Thy mystic bark would through the darkness sweep, 
Itself the while so bright~ For oft we seemed 
As on some starless sea,--all dark above, 
All dark below,--yet, onward as we drove, 
To plough up light that ever round us streamed. 
But he who mourns is not as one bereft 
Of all he loved: thy living Truths are left. 
Flagg, P• 286. 
·for the 'Jinward mastery" which he sought. Every individual, Allston 
felt, ought to have protection from the public eye for "a thousand 
little ways" which are his alone, because they belong to his 
individuality. Especially, for Allston's own nature (which was unable 
to regard anything with indifference, but must, as a condition for 
his profession, regard "every object a delight or an offense") did he 
8 
feel the importance of a home. 
That which he experienced in his home was not made public except 
as his friends have commented on his apparent happiness or sorrow. 
None of his letters to either Anne Channing or Martha Dana have been 
filed with his other correspondence. Among his manuscripts, however, 
is a poem entitled ''Written Near the Skuylkill" which may refer to Anne 
Channing. The poem is long and of ornate phraseology, but expresses a 
genuine depth of feeling in its allusion to "the dear companion of my 
walks," of whom he wrote: ''My soul's emotions all were in her power, 
and yet so gently did she bear her sway, she never formed a wish that 
21 
was not mine." There is, perhaps, a reference in the poem to Allston's 
9 bereavement. Flagg refers to the extremely happy five years of Allston's 
first marriage, and states that the effect on him of his wife's sudden 
8 These ideas are expressed by Allston in a memorandum entitled 
"The Individual's Life not for the Public." 
9 
I oft have look'd upon her angel eyes 
To see sweet fancy sporting in their beams, 
Have looked until unutterable love 
Has swelled the tear of transport in my own. 
I could not help it--I ne'er think on her 
But that my eyes are truants to my will, 
And play the infant. 
. 10 death was "disastrous" and 11 l.rreparable." 
Fifteen years intervened between the loss of Anne Channing Allston 
and Allston's marriage to Martha Dana--a period to which he referred as 
one of "restless wandering in an Arab life." He was fifty-one years of 
age when he again established a home and became a part of a family cir-
cle. Writing to his old friend Cogdell, he referred to the estimable 
qualities of his wife, and to the delight which a home with "the woman 
of my choice" had brought to him.11 
The Dana family appears to have been closely knit, and his wife's 
two unmarried sisters, her widowed brother, Richard Henry Dana, and 
Dana's three children all had a place in Allston's affections. With 
them, his characteristic reserve could be replaced by affectionate humor, 
as in the letter which he addressed to his "dear sister Betsy" reporting 
on an attack of the "Tic Dolly Roo." Allston's formal English was al-
ways faultless, but in this letter he was perfectly at home in the New 
England dialect of his time when he remarked: "To say that nothing 
haint no matter with me would not be true, so I won't say it. But I 
haint very bad." His tic, he continued was not "near so regglar as the 
tic of the Old South clock at no time." 
Richard Henry Dana, Jr. and his brother Edmund were frequently and 
regularly in Allston's home, and his niece Charlotte was an especial 
10 Flagg, P• 109 
11 Ibid., PP• 240, 241. Of his wife Allston said, "In the excellence 
of her disposition, cultivated intellect, sound religious principles, and 
practical piety, I have a prospect of as much happiness as anyone may look 
for in this world." 
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favorite, a close companion in his later years, and whom he addressed 
as "my child."l2 The bond of affection between Allston and his own 
brother and sister is evident in letters written to his friend Cogdell. 
In this correspondence he referred to his sister as "a noble woman," 
and upon her death, exclaimed, "Oh, Cogdell, she was a woman of ten 
thousand, in mind and heart both."l3 To his mother he was always de-
voted, although circumstances appear to have separated them for most of 
his life. While in Harvard, he was reproached by Robert Rogers, his 
former tutor, for the infrequency of his letters to his parents. In 
his apology to Rogers he assured him that want of affection for his 
mother was the "last sin in the world" which he could find in his heart.14 
Upon her death in 1840, he wrote: 
I cannot tell you, Cogdell, how I loved my mother--she herself 
never knew all the love I bore her. She was the constant ob-
ject of my daily prayers. And, though separated for so many 
years by most trying and1~verse circumstances, she was never a day out of my prayers. 
In all the varied relationships of the family, it is evident that 
Allston gave unstintingly of his affection; and for him there was no-
thing which could equal the pleasure from these close ties. 
But Allston's genuine interest was not confined to a limited circle 
of individuals. It was no doubt because of, and by means of his deep 
12 Sweetser, pp. 150-151; Flagg, p. 300. 
13 Flagg, PP• 314-315. See also, Allston's affectionate poem, 
"To My Sister," in Lectures .2!! ~ _!!!!! Poems, pp. 322-323. 
14 Flagg, P• 17. 
15 Ibid., P• 305. 
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emotional attachments to his friends and family, that he looked upon 
all humanity with something more than sympathy. He often referred to 
himself as a "wide liker" and he did not restrict his sympathy to any 
particular class or caste of society.16 Even the slaves, considered 
as chattel to many, were objects of his solicitude. The distribution 
of an inheritance from his grandmother's estate caused him no little 
concern during the year 1840-41. He was extremely anxious that in the 
division of this property no family of slaves should be broken. He 
wrote to Cogdell that he would never consent to a separation of a bus-
band from wife, or a child from its parents "for all the wealth of the 
State," even if he himself were penniless. "I have but one object," 
he continued, "which is to place these helpless creatures in the hands 
of one who will take care of them •• a Christian master.1117 
The personal sacrifice to Allston in this matter was considerable, 
and was made at a time when he was very much in need of funds. It was 
indicative of his whole attitude toward life: a humanistic conviction 
that the entire human family was mysteriously bound together "giving 
to the very lowest an indefeasible claim on the highest." He found in 
the human heart a law which precluded indifference even to the "very 
meanest" with a "hint of duties and affections" towards those less pri-
18 
vileged of "interminable consequences." 
16 ~., p. 246. In his poem, "The Two Painters," Allston al-
ludes to the notion which he considered fallacious that humanity may 
be loved "in the abstract." 
17 ~., PP• 308, 314, 319. 
18 Allston, P• 32. 
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During Allston's residence in London, the condition of the poor 
in that great city seemed to weigh heavily upon him, and because of 
his sympathy, he became a victim of their solicitations above his 
ability to give. He has explained that by nature he was unable to feel 
indifference toward any object, and the continual confrontation of hu-
man misery for the relief of which he no longer could contribute may 
very well have added to that "homesickness" which he confesses. America 
had no great cities in 1818, when Allston decided to return to his home-
land; and the migration from the country homesteads to the mill towns 
was but beginning. It is quite possible that the conditions of life in 
Charleston, Newport, and Boston, opposed to the misery of the David Cop-
perfields of London, affected Allston's decision, which was to all ap-
pearances contrary to his own best interests as an artist. 19 
While Allston spoke with sincere appreciation of the kindnesses ex-
tended to him in England and of his sincere affection for that country, 
his love for America was stronger. To Gulian Verplanck in 1830, he wrote: 
20 
"I yield in love of country to no man." His patriotism was not abated 
and his affection for the union was not lessened in 1833, when he re-
gretfully declined a commission from South Carolina, commenting that 
there was nothing that would give him such heartfelt satisfaction "as 
19 Flagg, p. 136. See also, Dr. Walter Channing to Dana, July 19, 
1844; Allston to Leslie, August, 1818; William Rose Benet, The Reader's 
Encyclppedia, p. 830. Is it possible that Allston's departure may have 
inspired his friend Payne's well-known lyric, "Home, sweet Home" which 
appeared in the opera Clari a few years after Allston's departure? 
20 Flagg, P• 232. 
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that of having done something towards strengthening the patriotism of 
my countrymen and arousing once more in them the feeling that we are 
21 
one people." 
His own life, he felt, was a thread in the great web of humanity, 
and at all the possible junctures of that thread with the threads of 
other lives he made the bond of affection sure and strong. The fact 
that his feelings were not only broad but deep is important for the 
quality of his thought; for that which is regarded with mere indiffer-
ence is but dimly perceived, and its relationships are not apparent. 
A "wide liker," a deep liker, perceives clearly that which he likes, 
and he understands its implications. 
Intellectual Characteristics 
Allston's exceptional intellectual endowments were recognized even 
in his childhood. 22 His mind was inquisitive, penetrative, exacting, 
independent, analytical; and it was also characterized by power of syn-
thesis, poetic inventiveness, and a recognition of essentiality. The 
high regard in which he was held by Coleridge is well known and is but 
one instance of the respect which his mental qualities comaanded. 23 
The originality of Allston's mind is apparent in a number of in-
novations which he introduced in painting. One striking illustration 
is the technique employed in the painting "Uriel in the Sun." This 
21 
22 
23 
Ibid., P• 267 • 
See Chapter One. 
See Coleridge's letter to Allston of October 28, 1815. 
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prize-winning painting, ex hibted in 1818, attracted wide attention 
because of the brilliant light behind the figure 24 of the angel. 
Allston's method for obtaining the unusual effect is described in the 
Bulletin of the American Art Union of May, 1830, as follows: 
It is remarkable for an invention of the artist, in producing 
a dazzling white light, by decomposing the spectrum and painting 
the separate rays in narrow, pointed lines, leaving the eye to 
recompose them in looking from a distance. 
The dazzling light, in Allston's words "so bright it made your eyes 
twinkle as you looked at it,"25 unfortunately has disappeared from the 
painting, now the property of Boston University. It is evident, how-
ever, that Allston anticipated the French Impressionists by a number 
of years in his introduction of the principle of divisionism. 26 The 
originality of Allston's palette has been noted by Elizabeth H. Jones of 
Harvard University, in an unpubltshed paper, '~ashington Allston's 
Painting Technique and His Place in the Coloristic Tradition." In this 
paper Allston is referred to as "the first great American colorist," and 
his palette is found to stand alone, "equally unlike those of his pred-
ecessors and his contemporaries such as Stuart." His approach to color 
27 
27 is found to be quantative, paralleling that of Field, and even Thomas Young. 
Another instance of Allston's inventiveness is his experimentation with 
skimmed milk as a vehicle in underpainting, so successful in the painting 
of "Elijah in the Desert, it is not clear why he never "felt at liberty to try it 
24 Flagg, p. 130. See also Chapter One. 
25 Ibid., p. 130. 
26 David M. Robb and J. J. Garrison, Art in £h! Western World (New 
York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 3d edition, 1953),p.784 • 
. 27 Miss Jones states that Allston's basic hues were the three primary 
hues and black, with the exclusion of terre verte, in general use in his time. 
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again." 
That mind which originated and invented in painting was also ana-
lytical and aphoristic, as the numerous comments he had pinned to his 
studio wall made evident. 29 All his writings, in fact, reveal a nicety 
and precision of form. He complained of the paucity of language which 
hindered exact expression, but demanded in its use an orientation, at 
least, toward exactitude.30 In the carefulness of his diction, the 
clarity of his ideas is preserved from ambiguity, even though at times 
the extreme succinctness of the form (as in the Lectures) does not i~ 
mediately reveal the thought. His postulates and lines of reasoning 
28 Flagg, p. 196. Allston is here quoted as describing his pro-
cedure: 
Speaking of vehicles and mediums for color, reminds me of an 
experiment I tried in my picture of "Elijah in the Desert." 
My colors were prepared in dry powders, and my vehicle was 
sk~milk; with this I moistened my powdered colors and mixed 
"tiieui of the same consistency as oil colors. My canvas had an 
absorbent ground, and my colors dried nearly as fast as I could 
paint. When I had completed my impasto, I gave it a coat of 
copal varnish, and while it was fresh touched into it with 
transparent oil colors, and afterward glazed it in my usual man-
ner. The picture was finished in an inconceivably short time 
(although I put into it as much study as any other) owing to 
there being no delay from complicated processes. And it was 
the most brilliant for tone and color I ever painted. Although 
the experiment succeeded so well in London, where the milk is 
so bad that it goes by the name of "sky-blue," I have never felt 
at liberty to try it again, since my return to America. I am 
confident, however, that great results might be brought about 
by it." 
29 Allston, pp. 167-175. Included among Allston's aphorisms are 
the following: Distinction is the consequence, never the object, of 
a great mind. Popular excellence in one age is but the mechanism of 
what was good in the preceding; in Art, the technic. 
30 Allston, p. 124. 
28 
are all clearly set forth, and his thought vivid. "Conscientious, 
patient care" is given to his writing as well as to his painting. 31 
In his letters and manuscripts, every letter and page is carefully or-
ganized, and words are accurately spelled. Commas, colons, semicolons, 
and periods fall accurately into place even where the material is ob-
viously unedited. 
The distinction of Allston's thought was recognized by Joseph 
Henry Green, the English critic, who commented: '~o indeed, who had 
enjoyed the inestimable privilege of converse with such a man, could 
32 
ever forget the purity, the depth and simplicity of his mind?" In his 
use of language, Allston provided the "sensitive index" to his stature 
as a personality, for, as F. 0. Matthil.essen notes, a man "can articulate 
only what he is," and what the society of which he is a part has made 
him. 11 
The Problem of Ethics 
The quality which distinguished Allston's thought and its expression 
was integrally a part of his personality. His character was of the high-
est integrity. Emotional warmth and great intellectual capacity were as-
sociated with a keen sense of personal obligation. In matters of fi-
31 R. H. Dana, in his Preface to Allston's Lectures 2!!. Art and Poems 
refers to Allston 1 s style in writing: "In them, as in his paintings of 
the same period, may be seen the extreme attention to finish, always his 
characteristic, which added to increasing bodily pain and infirmity, was 
the cause of his leaving so much that is unfinished behind him: (p. viii) 
32 Flagg, p. 394. 
33 F.O. Matthiessen, American Ren&issance (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1941), p. iv. 
29 
nance his reputation was impeccable. An early instance of his solicitude 
in the matter of debt occurred in a letter of August, 1818, written from 
shipboard to his friend Leslie, In this letter he requested Leslie to 
pay a shopkeeper for some writing paper and toothbrushes that he rem~ 
bered his wife had bought but which had never been paid for, He also re-
membered that he owed the shoemaker for an errand, The debt, he recog-
nized was "trifling," but, he added: "still it is a debt," 
In the same year that Allston's humanitarian principles would not 
permit him to receive an inheritance of slaves on a basis entailing hu-
34 
man misery, he himself was struggling with financial problems, While 
he seemed to be unable to avoid debt, its payment through all his life 
was a primary imperative, In his last years he wrote to his old friend 
Cogdell: "No one ever yet lost a quarter of a dollar by me, and if my 
n35 
life and health are spared, no one ever shall, 
Expediency was a word with which Allston could not have been fami-
liar; his conduct was determined by a punctilious regard for principle, 
When the Boston Association of Artists elected him as President of their 
organization, his acceptance of membership and office was expressly con-
•·• 
tingent upon freedom from any ivvolvement which might suggest the slight-
est possibility of disloyalty to the Boston Athenaeum, from which he had 
34 See letter from Franklin Dexter of March 27, 1841, regarding ar-
rangements for paying debts for Allston, 
35 Flagg, P• 261, 
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received so many considerations.36 His word was the word of a gentle-
man, and the obligations which it imposed were inviolable.37 
Ideals: Fame vs. Excellence 
Allston's ethical code was but a smaller segment of the dominating 
p~asion of his life, the quest for excellence. Not only in his profes-
sion of painting, but in every aspect of his existence, this quest, 
neither fanatical nor tainted with absurd perfectionism, was the guid-
ing principle of all his thought and activity. Its significance is ap-
parent in a letter to Cogdell under date of January 21, 1841, in which 
he explained that the painting of "Belshazzar" would not be permitted 
to leave his painting room until it "should be as good as it is in my 
power to make it.•,38 This policy, he recognized, was not that of certain 
artists who were seeking a personal fortune through art, and its con-
sequences he had foreseen twenty years earlier. "Yet," he concluded, 
"have I never swerved from this course, for it is better to be poor in 
39 a course known to be honourable than to be rich in any other." 
Wealth, popularity, and fame were to Allston but extrinsic values. 
"Fame," he maintained, "is the eternal shadow of excellence from which 
36 Journal of ..!:!!! Proceedings of the Boston Artists' Association, 
December 21, 1841. See also, Allston to Chester Harding, December 12, 
1841. 
37 Ibid., P• 324. See Allston's complaint to Leslie that his "gen-
tleman's" conscience compelled him to write hundreds of letters to 
strangers. 
38 Flagg, P• 308. 
39 Ibid., P• 302. 
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40 it can never be separated," In his novel, Monaldi, Allston com-
mented that from the death of the "miserable" Maldura might be learned 
the lesson that "the love of praise is a curse;" that "distinction is 
the consequence, not the object of a great mind;" and that without the 
love of excellence, "nothing great and permanent ever was produced, 1141 
One of the aphorisms on his studio wall read: 
A man may be pretty sure he has not attained excellence 
when it is not all in all to him, Nay42I aay add, if he looks beyond it he has not reached it. 
His mind was concerned with truth and with beauty, with wonder 
and delight; but with these, as inseparable from the idea of excellence, 
or perfection, He found value in that which lay beyond the sensory, to 
be apprehended with that personal quality which Richardson referred to 
as "reverence," a trait in Allston which Richardson feels "cannot be 
overestimated,"43 Allston's sense of reverence had deepened with the 
experiences of life. He had become a member of the Church of England 
while abroad and on his return to America, united with St, Paul's in 
Boston,44 In Cambridgeport, he attended the Congregational Church, of 
45 
which the Dan,as were members. His conception of religion was broad, 
and he is quoted by Flagg as affirming: "I am neither an Episcopalian 
40 Allston, p. 172. 
41 Allston, Monaldi, P• 271 
42 Allston, p. 174. 
43 Richardson, 19. P• 
44 Adams, PP• 21, 73. 
45 Flagg, P• 245; Adams, P• 20, 
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nor a Congregationalist, I endeavor to be a Christian." "His re-
ligion," Flagg co!IDilents, "so full of love and reverence, could be de-
signated by no narrower term than universal, all-embracing, Catholic."46 
46 Flagg, P• 246. 
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CHAPrER TIIREE. ALLSTON'S REPUTATION AND HIS CIRCUMSTANCES IN AMERICA 
An estimation of Allston's significance as a critic involves the 
reputation which he established during his lifetime and that which 
critics and historians have subsequently given to him. In some in-
stances critics have found it necessary to moderate the excessive adu-
lation which they felt had been showered upon Allston, and this "moderat-
ing" in certain cases has been based on what does not appear to be the 
actual facts. There is available sufficient documentary evidence at the 
present time to correct some of the misunderstandings and items of mis-
information which appear to have gradually encrusted Allston's reputa-
tion. The source material, brought into relation with the eulogies and 
criticisms Allston has received, should serve to clarify his actual cir-
cumstances in terms of his objectives and accomplishments. Allston the 
critic may then stand clear from some of the implications which have in-
volved the reputation of Allston the artist. 
Reputation in England 
When Allston arrived in England to study at the Royal Academy, he 
was warmly received by both West and Fuseli, who apparently recognized 
a student of great promise.1 His first exhibition appears to have at-
tracted some attention for its "broad humor, in the style of Hogarth." 2 
It was not, however, until his second residence in England, and after 
his connection with Coleridge in Rome, that he established a profession-
1 Ibid., P• 39. 
2 
..!!?.!!!•• P• 41. 
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al reputation in England. Coleridge had talked enthusiastically of 
Allston to his friends, including the Beaumonts and the Wordsworths, 
and they were not disappointed in their expectations of the painter. 
The Marquis of Stafford, Lord Egremont as well as Sir George Beaumont 
honored him with their patronage.3 Beaumont was sincerely disappointed 
at Allston's decision to leave England. Writing of his regret at the 
artist's departure, he observed that Allscon had passed the period of 
probation as a painter and soon would have been well appreciated had 
he remained. His letter closed with the cotmnent: "Lady Beaumont unites 
with me in best wishes, and cannot help uniting with them a hope of your 
speedy return to England."4 
Wordsworth wrote to Richard Henry Dana on Allston's death: "I had 
heard much of Mr. Allston from Mr. Coleridge, and I should have thought 
it a high privilege to cultivate his friendship had opportunity allowed." 
It is significant that Wordsworth refers to the friendship of Coleridge 
and Allston and to the fact that one of his own "most intimate friends, 
Sir George Beaumont" delighted with Coleridge in referring to Allston's 
observations upon art and the works of the great masters they had seen 
together in Rome. Wordsworth refers to the friendship of Coleridge and 
Allston as one in which "the admiration was no doubt mutual from the com-
mencement of their acquaintance." By the reports of Allston's conversa-
tions and "corresponding accounts of his noble qualities of heart and 
3 Ibid., PP• 91, 123, 146. 
4 ll!!!•, PP• 369•370. 
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temper," Wordsworth had been led "to admire, and with truth" ••• "to 
love" Allston, before he had seen him or his works. As an artist, 
Wordsworth felt that Allston's work indicated promise "much above any 
artist of his day."5 
Wordsworth's tribute recognizes not only the painter, but the i~ 
portance of Allston's criticism of art in the early years of his career; 
and it should be noted that Allston's opinions on art were the topic of 
discussions between two highly eminent critics in England: Coleridge, 
·the literary critic, and Sir George Beaumont, the connoisseur of art. 
Allston took time from his own painting to supervise the studies 
of two young Americans, Samuel F. B. Morse, and Charles R. Leslie. 
Since Leslie remained in England and later became professor of paint-
ing at the Royal Academy, his opinion of Allston may be included in the 
consideration of Allston's reputation in England: "My own obligations 
to Allston are very great," co11111ented Leslie, "and now that he is gone, 
they seem greater than ever." Allston had given to Leslie at a critical 
time in his life "a safe guide: to help him distinguish truth from 
falsehood, not only in art but in matters of far higher moment."6 
The high regard in which Allston was held by those who knew him in 
England is expressed by Robert Southey in the tribute to Allston found 
in his "Vision of Judgment:" 
5 Ibid., PP• 369-370. 
6 Ibid., P• 372. 
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'' 
Rich 
Long 
• he who, returning 
in praise to his native shores, hath left a remembrance 
to be honored and loved on the banks of Thames and of Tiber: 
So may America, prizing in time the worth she possesses, 7 Give to that hand free scope, and boast hereafter of Allston." 
American Reputation 
The Analectic Magazine, published in Philadelphia, reviewed in 
1815 Allston's Sylphs of the Seasons, with Other Poems, commenting: 
"Our young countryman, Washington Allston, the author of the present 
poems, has some years past, resided in Europe, where he has acquired 
high reputation by the productions of his pencil." So great had 
Allston's success been as a painter, and so highly did the writer con-
sider his gifts as a poet, that he concluded: "He bids fair to 
exemplify in his own performances the definition of Simonides, that 
painting is mute poetry, and poetry is a speaking picture."8 America 
appeared to be proud of the artist's success and ready to encourage 
his talent. But the incubus of a great unfinished painting hung with 
a heavy shadow over all the remainder of his life, and with its fate 
his own reputation became inextricably involved. 
His ideas on art, however, and his ability as a critic were 
always highly regarded, as is evident from many incidents in his American 
career. Gulian C. Verplanck published in 1833 his discourses presented 
9 
in Congress, and in the discussion of art drew freely from Allston. 
7 Robert Southey, The Poetical Works of Robert Southey (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co., 1863), X, p. 241. 
8 
~Anatectic Magazine, VI (1815). 
9 Gulian 
~ History, 
C. Verplanck, Discourses and Addresses ~ Subjects of Ameri-
Arts and Literature (New York: H. J. Harper, 1833), p. 152. 
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His opinion of Allston was ptesented to Congress in the following re-
marks, suggesting an even higher estimate of the philosopher critic 
than the artist: 
Let me conclude in the language of the same great and philo-
sophical painter, whose imaginative and almost Platonic 
philosophy, whose acute perceptions of the principles of the 
imitative arts, and placid dignity of eloquence, have raised 
him to a rank of excellence in literature, even superior to 
that which he had worthily earned in his profession; and 
whose works present an admirable example of the beautiful 
union of just and refined taste, with moral wisdom and ele-
vated sentiment. 
Emerson's respect for Allston is indicated by a journal entry of 
1839: "My college should have Allston, Greenough, Bryant, Irving, 
Webster, Alcott, SUIIIIIOned for its domestic professors."10 The invent-
or of the telegraph and Allston's former pupil, Morse, said of Allston: 
"I go to Allston as a comet to the sun, not to add to his material, but 
to imbibe light from him." On Allston's death, Morse, hard at work on 
his invention, dropped everything to hasten "to pay the last tributes 
of respect" to him whom he regarded as his best friend. It had been 
Morse's hope, according to Richard Henry Dana, that if his telegraph 
succeeded he might "set Allston free," permitting him to give himself 
to his art simply for the love of it. Said Morse: "Ask gentlemen 
what they would do for Raphael, were he sent back to earth in his vo-
11 
cation, and that, let them do for Allston." 
The following letter from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow to the editor 
of the Evening,Signal in New York was published in January, 1840: "I am 
truly delighted with the great curiosity and interest you express in re-
10 R. w. Emerson, The Heart of Emerson's Journals, Edited by Bliss 
Perry (Boston: Rought~ Miffli;-Co., 1926), P• 414. 
11 Flagg, P• 283. 
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gard to Allston; for I love in him the man, the painter, and the poet." 
The North American Review of the same year noted that the'undisputed 
claim of Mr. Allston to the first place in the role of American artists" 
was "too barren a laurel to be worn with much sense of glory," without 
the consideration of "higher" pretensions which might be asserted for 
him. Giving to Copley the distinction of having painted "the courtly 
grace and bearing of our ancestors before the Revolution" and to Stuart 
that of having painted the "fathers of the republic and first race of 
citizens," the article concluded: 
If the century which has given their mames to immortality 
shall complete its tribute with only one other name, but 
that the brightest and noblest of all--its offering to the 
arts has been worthy of whf~ may be hereafter called the 
heroic age of the country. 
The significance of Allston to his fellow artists was referred to 
by William Cullen Bryant who quoted the artist Weir, then just finish-
ing his painting of "The Embarkation of the Pilgrims." "It was an en-
couragement to me during my long labors," said Weir, "that when they 
should be finished Allston would see what I had done. I thought of it 
almost every day while I was at work." Bryant closed his letter with 
the following coDIIlent on Allston: "Such was the confidence with which 
the artists looked up to his true and friendly judgment and so sure were 
13 
they that what they had done well would give him pleasure. 
12 Anonymous, North American Review. Vol. 50, 1840, PP• 355·381. 
13 Flagg, P• 371. 
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From Charleston, Charles Fraser, a Harvard classmate, and life-
long friend of Allston wrote: 
We know Allston's qualities and honor his memory. I hope 
that his fame may ever be such as his genius and attain-
ments justly entitle him to •••• All his views were philo-
sophical. He considered art but the reflex of nature in her 
moral and intellectual workings and valued its productions 
only as they exemplified and embodied her mysterious and 
inscrutabl~ ir~ulses. Hence character--character was his 
constant a1.m. 
This testimonial is obviously directed to the critic as well as the 
painter, and indicates a high regard for Allston's philosophical views. 
Another tribute to the critic came from Horatio Greenough in the 
expression of his own indebtedness. Wherever he had been, he stated, 
he had found those "who owed to Allston the birth of their souls." 
"With these," he continued, "I have always found that what I had im-
bibed from him was a chain of sympathy, a bond of affection even." 
Greenough believed that it was impossible for Allston's career to have 
been otherwise than it had been in America, and he blamed no one. But 
he wondered if testimonials for Allston should not be withheld until 
the nation should awake to a sense of the "worth of her noble child," 
"until," he suggested, "she begs to hear of this man, who, doing more 
for thought and truth and love than all these of the ignorant present, 
entered not into the account of her treasures." "Allston," Greenough 
affirmed, "taught me first how to discriminate, how to think, how to 
14 ~·• P• 371. 
15 Ibid., PP• 384,385. 
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feel, Before I knew him I felt strongly but blindly, as it were, And 
if I should never pass mediocrity I should attribute it to my absence 
from him,1116 
Allston was linked with John Pickering, James Story, and William 
Ellery Channing in Charles Sumner's address before the Phi Beta Kappa 
Society of Harvard University on August 27, 1846, "Their names," the 
orator claimed, "without addition, awaken a response, which like the 
far-famed echo of the woods of Dodona, will prolong itself through the 
lifelong day,"17 Sumner's remarks appear to corroborate Samuel Ishman's 
statement that Allston made an impression on the "choicest minds of his 
time" of "something wonderful," of "something quite beyond the dull aver-
18 
age of humanity, 11 
Interest in Allston was sufficient to warrant a lecture in Tremont 
Temple of December 12, 1846, by R. C, Waterston on the "Life and Charac• 
ter of Washington Allston;" and the next year Henry T, Tuckerman com-
mented in his biography of Allston: 
16 
By profession he was a painter, and his works overflow with 
genius; still, it would be difficult to say whether his pen, 
his pencil, or his tongue chiefly made known that he was a 
prophet of the true and beautiful, , , , For the high, the 
lovely, the perfect, he strove all his days, He sought them 
in the scenes of nature, in the masterpieces of literature 
Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, ~Evening~ Allston (Boston: 
D. Lothrop and Co,, 1886), p, 29. 
17 Charles Sumner, The Scholar, the Jurist, the Artist, the 
Philanthropist (Boston: William D, Ticknor and "Co:, 1846), pp. 6-7, 
18 Samuel Isham, ~ History of American Painting (New York: The 
Macmillan Co,, 1936), p. 136, 
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and art, in habits of life, in social relations and in love. He 
referred with regret to the fact that the "inequality of Allston's ef-
forts," and his "frequent cessations from labor" had been the subject 
of no little "reproach," which reproach, he felt, had not been justifi-
19 
able. 
A commemorative medal, honoring Allston as the second distinguished 
American artist, was issued by the American Art Union in 1847, and 
distributed not only in New England but from Beardston, Illinois, to 
20 Vicksburg, Mississippi. 
In 1830, Allston's Lectures~~ and Other Poems were edited by 
Richard Henry Dana Jr. and published by Allston's widow. Tile pub-
lishers explained to Mrs. Allston that the book had not sold as well 
as bad been expected. The fact that it addressed itself "only to the 
intellect and an exceedingly cultivated taste, and specially only to 
those who have a love for the fine arts," and the "philosophical nature 
of the work" should explain, they felt, why its immediate sale was not 
extensive. Admitting that the great masses of the people would not 
read books of its character, they observed: ".ie regard it, 
19 Henry T. Tuckerman, Artist-Life: 2r Sketches of American Paint-
~ (New York: u. Appleton and Co., 1847), pp. 43-j2. 
20 Mary Bartlett Cowdrey, American Academv 2f ~ Art and American 
Art Union Exhibition Record, 1816-1852 (New York:New York Historical 
Socfety, 1953),pp. 420,477. The Allston medal was designed by P.P. 
Duggan, and was issued first on steel and later on bronze. 
See also: Bulletin of the American Art Union (New York, 1849), 
pp. 10,64. 
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however, as a work of permanent value and which therefore will con-
tinue to sell.1121 
Lectures _£!! Art was reviewed in the Bulletin of _!h!! American ~ 
Union of June, 1850, and in this review was hailed as "a text-book to a 
new philosophy of art--a philosophy which begins by assuming as natural 
and true, what is universally felt to be s0 , but what other systems 
have timidly admitted or altogether avoided." In undertaking an analy-
sis of the Lectures, the reviewer recognized the very real problem of 
any attempt to take Allston's thoughts out of the form of their origi-
nal framework. 
Two years later, Allston's reputation was presumably augmented by 
the publication of William ware's lectures on the Works and Genius.£! 
Washington Allston. In 1865, an anonymous article in the Atlantic 
Monthly deplored "the erroneous impression" which had been given "of 
the great painter's genius" by a copy of "Belshazzar's Feast" which had 
been sent all over America, bearing a placard large enough to be read 
across the street, "Great picture by Washington Allston" and the word 
"copy" in such small type that one would only see it who looked for it. 
"In twenty-one years," this writer observed, "art has made large ad-
vances, but not in the direction of imagination. In that rare and pre-
vious quality the works of Allston remain preeminent as before." 22 
21 Baker and Scribner to Martha Allston, June 27, 1930. 
22 Anonymous, "Our First Great Painter, and His Works." Atlantic 
Monthly, Vol. XV, PP• 129-140. 
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''Allston as Writer," was the subject of a long article by Mrs. 
Seth Cheney in the Boston Commonwealth of February 10, 1866. This 
writer attempted to apologize for the neglect of Allston's Lectures, 
observing that the style in the lectures was far less perfect than 
that of Allston's earlier works, and had probably not received the 
"finishing strokes" necessary to clear up and "lighten" it. Yet "how 
ungracious seems even this criticism," she admitted, before the nobil-
ity and richness of thoughts which they unfold to us!" The article 
concluded with the somewhat Brahmean panegyric: 'Uf course we do not 
regret that Allston did not seek and could not command a wide-spread 
immediate popularity, but while placing him far aloft in the great 
hierarchy of art, we yet feel that there is a justice in the popular 
feeling which does not claim him for its own but leaves him to the 
company of scholars and thinkers, of those who have opportunity for 
culture and refinement such as the people cannot yet command •• • • 
Yet enough for us to be proud and grateful for is our Allston, our own 
great artist, poet, thinker, and painter."23 
Moses Sweetser's Artist Biographies appeared in 1879, with the 
following opinion of Allston: '~ashington Allston was one of the high-
est products of American civilization and European culture combined, 
and possessed the full affluence of literary genius, artistic knowledge, 
23 Mrs. Seth Cheney, "Allston as a Writer," Commonwealth, February 
10, 1866. 
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refinement, purity, and religion as few other men in the Western World 
ever have. 1124 
Boston held an Allston celebration on November 1, 1880, at which 
time the American sculptor, William W. Story, wrote: "We have been 
singularly neglectful, thus far, of his great claims as an artist upon 
our admiration." Story felt that it was "high time" something was done 
to keep alive the memory of Allston, for, he said, "He is one of our 
great men." .The sculptor referred to his own youthful contacts with 
Allston and the aspirations they had aroused in him. "He filled my mind," 
wrote Story,"with his own enthusiasm and taught me the dignity of art, the 
sincere devotion it demanded." The influence of Allston is suggested by 
Story's concluding remark: 11 1 can never be grateful enough to him for the 
high standard which he set before me, as before all who came into his 
25 presence." 
But opinion of ,.uston was changing in the eighties as conunented up-
on by Julia Ward Howe, who referred to Allston as the "artist saint of 
Boston," and further observed: "His best works still remain true clas-
sics of the canvas; but the spirit which through them, seemed to pass 
from his mind into that of the public, has not today the recognition and 
commanding interest which it then had."26 
Allston's devoted friend, Richard Henry Dana, had died in 1879, leav-
ing uncompleted the biography which he had begun upon Allston's death, 
24 
25 
26 
Sweetzer, preface. 
Flagg, pp. 389-390. 
Julia Ward Howe, p. 78. 
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~hirty-six years earlier. The work was taken up by Jared Flagg, 
Allston's step-nephew and former pupil, and published as the Life 
and Letters of Washington Allston in 1892. In his preface, Flagg 
lamented that Dana was unable to complete his proposed work, which 
"would have been embellished by the philosophical reflections of a 
mind whose every expression is the embodiment of intelligence and 
the evidence of poetic sensibility." Flagg considered that he was 
forced by the public opinion of his time to omit from his narration 
any philosophy or critical and speculative reflections, to the extent 
that he felt almost like "apologizing for the measure of his obedi-
ence." In this, the most comprehenaive of Allston's biographies, 
therefore, there is no consideration of Allston's Lectures~ Art. 
A few of the aphorisms are presented with the explanation, "As Allston's 
Aphorisms are published in the volume entitled Lectures~ Art and Poems, 
we cite but few of them, and these only as giving further evidence of 
27 his philosophic and epigraumatic power." 
It was Allston's ideals and ambitions rather than his paintings 
which were significant for M. G. Van Rensselaer in 1889: "If his pic-
tures can have no notable influence upon American art, his life and 
character had an immense and happy influence upon the reverence for, and 
appreciation of, art in America," this writer asserted. It was apparent-
ly taken for granted that Allston had little to offer as an artist, but 
his endowment as a critic was recognized as "most remarkable." The arti-
27 Flagg, PP• 416-418. 
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cle concluded: "What we needed fifty years ago was not so much a great 
28 
artist as a great prophet and apostle and servant of art," 
With no apparent substantiation in his art for the claims of great-
ness made for Allston, critics at this time found it necessary to at-
tempt an explanation or to modify the claims which had been made for 
Allston, Such was the office of William Downes who in 1895 commented 
on the "aimiable personal qualities" of Allston, remarking that he was 
"well-nigh deified for his supposed genius as a painter," Downes re-
gretted having to use the expression "supposed genius," but found that 
the disinterested historian of art must know how "to abate in all kind-
ness the extravagant and absurd claims of the perfervid worshippers" of 
the "American Titian." The truth about Allston which Downes presented 
was that he reflected in a "necessarily imperfect and fragmentary way," 
the "glories" of the Italian Renaissance, Downes hastened on to the 
study of later and more interesting painters. "The Jeremiah of Allston," 
he remembered to add, is "an obvious souvenir of Michelangelo," illus-
29 
trating "the propinquity of the sublime and the ridiculous," 
In the first edition of samuel Isham's study of American painters, 
published in 1905, a short chapter was devoted to Allston, Malbone, and 
Vanderlyn, Isham referred to Allston as "more forgotten now than West 
or Trumbull," and stated that while "he had filled all who knew him with 
confident assurance of his greatness," he had left only a "few unsatis• 
factory, tentative efforts," which had gradually lost interest as the 
28 M. G. Van Rensselaer, "Washington Allston, A. R. A,," Magazine 
~ Art, Vol, 12, 1889, PP• 145·150, 
29 Samuel Isham, PP• 107-119. 
47 
30 
memory of Allston's personality became fainter and fainter. 
Several reasons were adduced in 1828 by the Dictionary of American 
Biography to account for Allston's failure to meet the expectations 
held for him. These included "illness, unstimulating environment," "in-
compatibility between his art and his pietistic religion," and a pos-
31 
sible "deeper defect of personality." This article, because of its 
wide and general circulation, has been without doubt most influential 
on later opinion of Allston. 
Eugen Neuhaus, in his History ..!m! Ideals of American~. would 
have nothing to do with the particular ideals of Allston. The opinion 
vouchsafed by Isham sufficed for an estimate of the painter, with an 
added comment to the effect that Allston was "a mixture of romanticism 
and classicism," and that he "accepted without question the academic 
formulas" which the leaders of his day promulgated. 32 
In 1944, Albert T. Gardner argued that Allston's paintings might 
have had some influence on young painters with romantic inclinations, 
but that his chief contribution to American art was the weight of his 
European reputation, used for the encouragement of young artists. 
Allston was described by Gardner as one of the "chief cultural orna-
ments of Boston society," and as lending a sort of "Gothic air of im-
practical romance to the otherwise pragmatic atmosphere of the Athens 
30
· Isham, P• 108. 
31 R. W., Dictionary of American Biography (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons (20 Vol.}, 1920}, Vol. I, P• 225. 
32 Eugen Neuhaus, ~ History and Ideals of American Art (Cali-
fornia and London: Stanford University Press, 1931), p. 48. 
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of America." Gardner concluded that rather than marking the beginning 
of a new era in American art, Allston had marked the close of the "first 
flowering of American painting."33 
An English critic, Sir Herbert Read, had held a different opinion 
in 1935, and whether or not American critics were influenced by him, the 
estimates of Allston were in general less pessimistic after Read's co~ 
ment on the extremely high quality of Allston's landscapes, far exceed-
ing anything which had preceded them. He referred to Allston as one who 
had given promise of being "the greatest artist of his period," but who 
had been prevented by tragedy from the full development of his artistic 
34 powers." Referring to Allston's life as "tragic in the extreme," 
Frederick Sweet agreed with Read, noting in 1945 the "distinguished qual-
ity" of Allston's work, and giving to him the distinction of striking 
"the first vibrant note of romanticism in American painting."35 
James Thomas Flexner continued, however, the general climate of 
opinion on Allston in the first half of the twentieth century. In 1947 
he observed that Allston placed "social imperatives" above artistic ob-
ligations, and further, that "it seemed more important to him to despise 
33 Albert T. Gardner, "Memorials of an American Romantic," Bulletin 
.2! ~ Metropolitan Museum .2! ~. October, 1944, pp. 54-59. 
34 Herbert Read, ~ Sense of Glory (New York: Harcourt Brace and 
Co., 1930), P• 42. 
35 Frederick Sweet, The Hudson River School and~ Early American 
Landscape Tradition (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1945), 
P• 24. 
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money than to be an artist,•~6 He felt that Allston's experience had 
refuted the idea of America's hostility to art, and insisted that in 
37 
the case of Allston, society had been "too caressing." A widely 
circulated brochure of the Metropolitan Museum of Art referred to 
Allston as possessing an independent income which relieved him of the 
necessity of concentrating on portraiture and left him the freedom 
to "paint what he pleased."38 
The Boston and Detroit Art Museums arranged an exhibition of 
Allston's paintings and memorabilia in 1947 and the question of Allston's 
contribution to American art was reviewed by the critics. James 
Thrall Soby, who, for a long time had championed the reputation of 
Allston against those who found him to be an artist manque~ re-
luctantly noted the deficiencies which the exhibition made obvious. 
Allston as an artist, he found, "falls below expectation." Compared 
with Copley, he just was not a master, Soby found Allston to have 
"wobbled," to have stood too rarely ''up straight," and ''walked his own 
path." To explain Allston's difficulty, Soby suggested: "I suppose 
. 39 prllll8rily he was over educated." 
There were critics, however, who discovered that Allston was far 
ahead of his time in his anticipation of the romantic movement, such as 
36 James Thomas Flexner, First Flowers of ~Wilderness (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1947), p. 176. 
37 Ibid., p. 170. 
38 Metropolitan Museum of Art Miniatures, Album X, Two Centuries of 
American Painting (New York: The Book-of-the-Month Club, 1951). 
39 James Thrall So by, ''Washington Allston Eclectic," The Saturday 
Review, August 23, 1947. 
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Philip Hofer who considered him "an amazing man to have understood and 
studied so many different schools and periods."40 
As one of the sponsors of the Allston exhibition, Edgar P. Richard-
son had seen in Allston qualities which others bad failed to detect, and 
to these he called attention in the biography of Allston which he pub-
lished in 1948.41 His work established new bases for the appraisal of 
Allston as critic, as well as painter. With Richardson's opinion of the 
painter, Virgil Barker agreed in his American Painting, (1951), but as 
for the critic Allston, he c011111ented that the theory appeared to be "an 
elusive semi-system, seemingly out of Kant by way of Coleridge." In 
this system, he maintained, Allston tried to harmonize particulars "by 
arguing down from the pure idea." Barker dismissed the topic with the 
42 
observation that the process is more effective when reversed. 
An unpublished doctoral dissertation prepared by John P. Simoni 
of Ohio State University in 1952 referred briefly to Allston's work as 
critic, summarizing Allston's theory as one of "originality, poetic 
truth, invention, and unity," and suggesting that Allston's influence 
on later criticism was doubtless significant.43 
Allston's name did not appear in the interesting book by Charles R. 
Metzer on Emerson and Greenough, published in 1954. In this work it was 
40 Philip Hofer to H. w. L. Dana, July 17, 1947. 
41 Richardson, P• 5. 
42 Virgil Barker, American Painting History and Interpretation (New 
York: The Macmillan Co., 1951), pp. 35Q-351. 
43 John P. Simoni, Nineteenth Century American Art Criticism, Un-
published Ph.D. Dissertation, Ohio State University, 1952. 
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stated that America developed no positive aesthetic until the decades 
preceding the Civil War, when in the thirties and forties, Ralph Waldo 
Emerson and his friend the sculptor, Horatio Greenough, began to make 
themselves heard. These two men, Metzer affirmed, were pioneers "of an 
organic aesthetic in America." This aesthetic he found to be a branch 
aesthetic developed in America from local conditions and paralleling a 
similar European aesthetic to which it was not subordinate. Suggesting 
that Greenough may have derived his ideas from the natural sciences of 
his day, from the reading of Emerson or "other transcendental thinkers," 
or may have gathered it from "transcendental trends of thought then cur-
rent in Europe," Metzgr.:suggested that "where and how Greenough arrived 
at those organic aesthetic conceptions. • • may never be known for cer-
tain." In view of Greenough's dedication to Allston, and his acknowledged 
indebtedness, Metzer's conclusion is puzzling.44 
Allston was not considered as a critic by Alexander Eliot, who, in 
1957, estimated that Allston with others of his time "had overreached him-
self" in trying to "join the i111110rtals ." While he appreciated Allston 1 s 
contribution to American painting, it was his opinion that "Allston never 
45 learned to compose a group or draw the human figure adequately." 
It is gratifying to note that in the most recent publication dealing 
44 Charles R. Metzer, Emerson~ Greenough (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1954), p. 71. 
45 Alexander Eliot, Three Hundred Years of American Painting (New York: 
Time Incorporated, 1957), PP• 41-43. 
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with Allston the critic, he is left standing, without "wobbling" upon 
his own feet, with no aspersions on his character. John Canaday ap-
pears to reverse the opinion of Neuhaus, finding Allston to be a "clear-
headed fellow, well-educated, an intimate of intellectuals in both England 
and America, not only capable of thinking for himself but determined to do 
so •" Canaday reaches to the heart of Allston 1 s theory when he coDDIIents 
that Allston felt the objective of the artist must be to relate himself 
to "that without, as life to life--which must be life and which must be 
true." He found Allston to be "wary of a distortion away from 'truth' 
either in the direction of blind trust in intuition or excessive suspi-
cion denying intuition's validity."46 
In the general history of criticism and of American thought, All-
stan's name appears occasionally as an obelisk marking a particular site 
in time and place but as contributing nothing in particular to scholar-
ship or theory. Thus, F. o. Matthiessen reviewed with great interest 
47 Greenough's ideas on functionalism but completely ignored the ideas of 
Allston, aside from the influence which they purportedly had upon Greenough. 
Matthiessen referaed also to Emerson's Journal entry dismissing "along with 
Greenough as our representative in sculpture, not only Allston in painting, 
48 but Channing in eloquence." He did not refer to the later entry in which 
Emerson "would have Allston" as professor in his proposed college. 49 
46 John Canaday, Mainstreams of Modern Art 
Co., 1959), PP• 255-257. 
47 Matthiessen, pp. 144-145. 
48 ~., P• 143. 
49 See Chapter Three. 
(New York: Henry Holt and 
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That Allston's name does not appear in any of the histories of 
American criticism may be understandable, since he has been known only 
as a painter; but the reason why he is so completely ignored in the 
history of the development of American thought is not so evident,50 
It is probable that his contribution to criticism has been lost sight 
of in the waning of his reputation as painter, An artist who failed 
to "stand up straight," and "walk in his own path," who accepted with-
out question the prescription of others, who placed social imperatives 
above the obligations of his art, whose few, tentative efforts marked 
the end of an era in American art, and therefore made no contribution 
of importance--such an artist certainly could have little of signifi-
cance to offer as critic, This conclusion would be very natural, but 
the disagreement in the estimates placed upon Allston suggest that a 
review of his actual circumstances and objectives might not be out of 
place, 
Allston's Circumstances in America 
There is perhaps no more effective way to examine the criticisms 
of Allston than to place beside them the record of his life in c~ 
bridgeport as it appears in his correspondence during the twenty-five 
years of his American professional career, 
Allston returned to America in 1818 and the following year he wrote 
50 Allston's name is completely absent from the following: John 
Paul Pritchard's Criticism in America; Norman Foerster's American Criti-
cism; Harold Clarke Goddard"T"S Studies in~ England Transcendentalism; 
Perry Miller's.!!!! ~England Mind. It appears in VanWyck Brook's 
The Flowering of~ England only as an "idolized being" in the role of 
painter. 
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to Leslie that he had been obliged to leave his painting room because 
of an epidemic in its vicinity. He was at this time, just planning to 
proceed with the large painting of "Belshazzar" which he had brought 
from England nearly completed. Embarrassed for funds, upon his arrival 
in America, he had been accepting small commissions to care for current 
needs. By 1820, he explained to Pickering, who had commissioned paint-
ings in the preceding year, that he had discovered in Europe that small 
pictures brought an amount quite out of proportion to the time involved 
and that he felt his only hope was to devote himself entirely to large 
works for exhibition. This, he said, had been also the opinion and ad-
. f w 51 v1.ce o est. It does not appear in this statement of Allston's ob-
jectives that he despised money. 
In November 1821, a letter from Allston to F. w. Winthrop stated 
that he would have been able to complete "Belshazzar," had not an ex-
hausted purse again obliged him to give it up. At this time, Allston 
expressed his determination not to leave the large picture until it was 
finished, for the "fruits" of six months' work on small paintings had 
already diminished to $150. Thus, he wrote: "I have made up my mind 
rather to borrow money (which I must now do) than thus fritter away my 
time for a bare daily subsistence." 
A "bare daily subsistence," however, must have become a necessity 
again, for on July 8, 1823, Allston wrote to Pickering that he had a 
painting ready which he would be glad to show to him. 
By 1825 Allston had considered the "Belshazzar" nearly ready for 
51 See Chapter One. 
exhibition. Dana noted that in that year Allston hired the Columbian 
Museum at the rate of $600 a year so that he might add the finishing 
touches to the great painting in the place of its exhibition. Evident• 
ly, he was anxious to exhibit the picture during the visit of Lafayette 
to America, for Dana added that Ticknor was unable to obtain a frame for 
an engraving he desired to show to Lafayette because Allston was press-
ing the framer to complete his frame for the great painting. 
52 By this time, Allston had become engaged to Martha Dana; he was 
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anxious, also, to visit his mother, and on the finishing of the large 
painting much depended. But in 1826 he wrote to Cogdell that the hope 
of finishing the work on which "many other of his hopes had been raised" 
had been based on the contingency of health and requisite ability, and 
he had failed "from the want of both." In addition to other calamities, 
he refers to a severe attack of influenza and the loss by illness and 
bad weather of four months of work. "You tell me very kindly to keep 
up my spirits," he wrote. "I thank you. It has been no easy matter to 
do, I assure you." Allston's attitude and situation is clearly described 
as he continued: 
Were nothing at stake, at least were the stake any other than it 
is, I should count these interruptions and delays as nothing, foi' 
I may say from experience that I am patient of toil and obstacle, 
but when the thought crosses me of how much is depending on my 
present labor, I have need indeed of all my philosophy to keep 
52 Ibid., Allston wrote to Leslie on May 20, 1821, that he had re-
vised the perspective in his painting and that the finishing of the 
painting was all he waited for to be "once more a happy husband." 
53 Ibid., P• 222. 
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in heart. Affliction and various misfortunes have long since 
taught me the duty of resignation. I may say that I have been 
inured to disappointments; not that I do not keenly feel them, 
but that I have learned to submit to them, and it is well for 
my present work that I have been. 
The remainder of the letter explained that in spite of his desire 
to sustain his self-possession, he could not keep from him the "benumb-
ing, anxious thought," which at times fell upon him like the gigantic 
hand of the "Castle of Otranto," as it "stretched forth" from his pic-
ture to crush him. This anxiety, Allston explained, accounted for his 
54 doing and undoing that which otherwise he might have completed at once. 
In 1827 a formal agreement was drawn up between Allston and two 
groups of subscribers insuring to Allston the payment of $10,000 on the 
completion of the painting, which would then become the property of the 
subscribers.55 But the painting was not finished when in 1828 Allston's 
Boston studio was sold and he moved to smaller quarters where the large 
painting had to be rolled up and packed away. Even three years later, 
in 1831, when he moved to his new studio in Cambridgeport, he wrote that 
the large painting would have to remain in its case for some time to 
come, "some embarrassing debts and my inmediate necessities being the 
cause." Before he could finish the picture he felt that he must be "free 
56 in mind." 
54 Ibid., pp. 209-210. See also Allston's letter to Leslie of 
November 9, 1826. 
55 This long, three-page legal document is owned by the Boston 
Athenaeum. Allston "never ceased to regret that he had allowed himself 
to receive any advance on the painting." See Flagg, P• 261. 
56 ll'lagg, P• 250. 
57 
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The assumption that Allston acquired a fortune through his marriage 
to Martha Dana is erroneous, for by this time the Dana fortune had 
been dissipated through speculative ventures in Cambridgeport real 
estate. The only income which Mrs. Allston received was a small 
5] 
amount from a trust fund over which Allston had no control. In 1831, 
Allston was struggling with debt, painting small pictures, and unable 
to meet his expenses. Franklin Dexter wrote, regretting that Allston 
had been ill, and notifying him of an arrangement made with a creditor for 
the payment of part of the amount due on a note through proceeds from 
paintings. "If $400 or $500 can be paid in that manner in a reasonable 
time," Dexter assured Allston, "the assignees will think they have used due 
diligence and will wait .your convenience for the balance." 
Fourteen years of penury and financial anxiety had prepared Allston 
by 1832 to warn .his friend Cogdell against entering art as a profession• 
Even if Cogdell might find a sufficient demand for his sculpture, he 
asked him if he was prepared "to coin" his brain "for bread at all times, 
and under all circumstances of depression, of illness, and the numberless 
harrassments of unavoidable debt?" "Could you," he asked, "produce an 
original work of the imagination requiring of all efforts a pleasurable 
state of the mind with a dunning letter staring you in the face?" From 
57 Allston to Cogdell, February 27, 1832. In this letter Allston 
states that he had just received a letter from a collecting attorney 
"requiring the payment of a debt of more than $700, and all the money 
I had was five dollars and a quarter." See also, H. W. L. Dana, The 
Dana Saga (Cambridge: Cambridge Historical Society, 1941). 
bitter experience, Allston knew that under such circumstances "the 
fairest visions of the imagination vanish like dreams never to be re-
called." Paintings which he felt would have brought him hundreds or 
thousands of dollars he had seen "crumble into nothing" under the 
pressure of debt. "Debt," he insisted, "is slavery, and his mind must 
be free who aspires to do anything great in the art."58 
It is not to be supposed that Allston had extricated himself from 
debt by the following year. He declined a commission from the state 
of South Carolina in April because his debts had involved him in other 
obligations, and wrote his friend Sully asking him not to give to Mr. 
and Miss Kemble a letter of introduction, since he was quite unable to 
entertain them. If Sully should find it necessary to assign a reason, 
Allston stated frankly, "I have no objection to the true one being given, 
f i i h nd I am not ashamed Of 1• t •"59 I or m ne s an onest poverty, a n Septem-
ber of that year, Mrs. Allston wrote to her brother a letter which should 
correct the impression that the Allstons were indifferent to money, were 
over-protected, or were oblivious to material necessities. 60 
58 Flagg, P• 258. 
59 Ibid., p. 266. Allston to Thomas Sully, April 8, 1933, in Boston 
Public I:ibrary. 
60 Martha Allston to Dana: "May the remainder of my days be a better 
preparation than the past has been, may I feel less anxiety for the liv-
ing in this world and never despond at the prospects here. May spiritual 
objects fill my soul, and then I shall be comforted let whatever trials 
come. I shall look on them as events for my good. You fear to trouble 
me by writing of your troubles. I wish often we could both be more at 
ease as it respects temporal things, but in this world we must live~­
how, and it is sometimes very hard •••• My husband desires me to give 
~ his best love and tell you that the angel goes on finely and he hopes 
it will not be long before it is done. I wish he could do his work more 
free from anxiety, but the how to live in this world seems to cost us 
much pains." September 29, 1833. 
59 
On October 25, Allston wrote to Cogdell that it was "an impossible 
thing" for him to think of passing the winter in Charleston. "I am not 
master of my time, nor indeed of anything else," he wrote, "until I have 
discharged all my obligations." His personal concerns at this time con-
stituted for him an "unpleasant subject." In December, he asked for an 
advance on a picture he had promised, stating that he had no way of meet-
ing a "pressing demand" from his coal merchant until this picture was 
finished. Dana commented on this transaction: 
No one knows the misery of mind this whole affair cost him, nor 
the time it lost him. I have a perfect conviction that it has-
tened his death, that what he then endured stimulated his dis-
ease. What wretchedness have I witnessed when he was s&fuggling 
to go on ·with it, and from distress of mind could not. 
In the letter to Mason of December 27, he offered his painting of "The 
troubadour" for $300 to anyone who would buy it. Two months later he 
wrote to Mason that he was "so much pushed" he would sell it for $250. 
Dana noted that "distress for money at last drove him to part with it 
for $70 or $80. 
Under these conditions, Allston never lost his love for his art, 
but wrote to Dunlap: "I have never found the labor in it irksome, 
though often plied in misery and abortive: for when I have been most 
wretched, and consequently working to no purpose, it has still been to 
62 
me an unchangeable friend." 
In addition to the pressure of debt, Allston suffered continual 
illnesses. In the winter of 1834 he had suffered an attack of rheumatism 
61 111a&&·• P• 271. 
62 Ibid., P• 279. 
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and a succession of colds; and by May he did not feel well enough to 
travel to Washington at the invitation of the President to give ad-
vice on Greenough's proposed statue of Washington,63 In December of 
that year, S, F, B, Morse arranged for a loan of five hundred dollars 
for Allston, assuring him that he need fear no "impertinent or over 
curious inquiries or impatient friends," Dana referred, in the spring 
of 1835, to an effort which had been made to relieve the financial dis-
tress of Allston, stating that he had "for a long time led a life of 
great mental suffering owing to his embarrassed circumstances," Be-
cause of this kind assistance, Allston was again working with renewed 
spirit, but Dana expressed the hope that the "long continued pressure 
upon him" had not so seriously affected him that it might be only a 
"temporary exhilaration,1164 
In a letter to Leonard Jarvis, Allston alluded to the many in-
jurious speeches that had been made about him for not completing the 
painting of "Belshazzar," which he felt were undeserved, He explained 
that he had never ceased work on the large painting except to defray 
expenses which it involved and to meet the pressure of his obligations, 
"That I have not brought more to pass," he explained, "is because I 
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was like a bee trying to make honey in a coalhill," The large paint-
ing was not unrolled, from the time Allston left his Boston studio until 
63 Allston to Vanderlyn, May 27, 1834, 
64 Dana to Verplanck, February 28, 1835, 
65 Flagg, PP• 288-289, 
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the winter of 1839, eleven years after he had packed it away, and in 
his sixtieth year. It is not surprising that it appeared to require 
alterations. By this date, Allston's health was poor and almost every 
letter referred to a recent illness. In addition to protracted nausea 
from the .chronic condition which followed his illness in England (an 
illness from which his physician had told him he could never hope to 
recover) he suffered within one six-year period four attacks of illness 
similar to a mild cholera; and notations in his letters refer to colds, 
sore throats, influenza, rheumatism, tic douloureux, a violent attack 
of food poisoning, and erysipelas. There were doubtless many other ill-
nesses not reported in his correspondence. 
About three weeks before Allston's death, he is said to have re-
marked to Mrs. Allston that it would be necessary for him to stop work 
on the large picture to finish a small one. "They were embarrassed for 
money," reported R. H. Dana, Jr., and "he was troubled with little debts." 
Mrs. Allston urged him not to do this, asking, "Why don 1 t you finish the 
large picture and get the money for that? "Martha, don't you think of 
66 
me as all the rest of the world does," was his only reply. 
"Hard words" had wounded his sensitive nature, and misery had blunt-
ed his imagination. America may not have been hostile to art, but it had 
little understanding of the particular problems it involved. In Allston's 
immediate environment there were but few who could give him sympathetic 
66 
..!!!.!!! • ' p • 424. 
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artistic understanding. Cambridge of 1830 assuredly was not Flor-
ence of 1450. Allston had no great galleries to stimulate his crea-
tive efforts; there is something bleak in his substitution of the 
descriptions of paintings by Fuseli in the Pilkington Dictionary 
67 for "a gallery of the old masters." 
For months at a stretch, in the later years of his life, the 
painter did not leave Cambridgeport for a visit to Boston, and from 
there during the long winters, only one or two visitors a month 
68 
called on him. There is no record of his having made any journeys 
out of the vicinity of Boston during the twenty-five years of his 
residence in Cambridgeport. Only his great love of his art and his 
philosophical outlook on life sustained him through periods of lone-
liness, suffering, deprivation and frustration. Referring to the 
existence of such conditions, he was able to say, '~y blessings are 
69 
more than I deserve." 
Emerson wrote of Allston in 1843: "Allston is dead. A little 
sunshine of his own has this man of beauty made in the American 
67 Flagg, p. 37. 
68 Ibid., p. 307. Allston couanents: "About once or twice a month 
I have a visitor thence to pass an evening with me, and this is pretty 
much all that I get sight of from the busy throng that is moving around 
me. But this I always thankfully consider as something between charity 
and a windfall. My own visits to town are very rare, seldom exceeding 
a dozen in the course of the year--for a visit there always costs me a 
day which I can ill afford. 
69 Allston to Cogdell, December 15, 1837. 
63 
70 forest." This sunshine, Allston must have needed many times in 
the darkness of his "coalhill." It does not appear from the record 
of his life, as it is found in biographical notes and in correspond-
ence that he was at any time neglectful of his responsibilities.71 
70 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Ralph 
L. Rusk (New York: Columbia University Press, 1939) III, p. 182. 
71 At the time Henry Dunlop's publication appeared, Allston took 
exception to statements made about him, and protested to Dunlop: "I 
know that I have faults enough, and to spare, and what is more, I 
have long learned to bear the mention of them. But the fault imputed 
to me, ~ inference, in this paragraph is really not mine. The pas-
sage which I allude to as giving a false impression of me is this: 
1 that the time he threw away in making his cigar, and delighting his 
friends with conversation and delightful stories should have been e~ 
ployed in keeping up by a succession of efforts the name he had ob-
tained.' Now the inference drawn from this is that I was an idler, 
wasting my time in company. Conscientiously I cannot take that to 
myself. I was then, and am still, a very different man. Next to 
what is vicious, there is no character more offensive to me or one 
that I would most strenuously avoid realizing in my own person than 
a company-loving idler. So far from wasting time in company, my 
friends both in England and here have often complained that I did not 
go into it enough. My late hours were spent, not in company, but in 
solitary study, chiefly in reading, often in sketching or in other 
studies connected with my art. As to general company, it was always 
and is to this day irksome to me, and though I take great pleasure in 
the society of my friends, my visits among them have always been rare 
and from choice. Nay, it is the very rareness of these visits that 
sometimes makes them so pleasant, bringing out what is most pleasant in 
myself. Strangers who have seen me with my friends, and observed the 
zest with which I enjoyed conversation, have probably been misled by it, 
and set me down as one who must needs prefer it to labor. You, indeed, 
have judged me truly when you say that such 'minds are never idle.• 
Without assuming the compliment implied, I may say that mine is so con-
stituted that I could not be idle for six months and continue sane. 
Either that or my hands are always at work." 
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The tragedy of his career appears to have arisen from a conflict between 
the inexorable obligations which he inflexibly imposed upon himself 
ethically and professionally, and the external obligations which 
began to press upon him from the time that his patrimony was 
72 
exhausted and his health was permanently injured through illness. 
The artist's imagination demanded the timeless moment of creativity 
whereas the exigencies of poverty compelled it to confront the immediate 
present, and thus stultified its productivity. The magnificent powers 
of his mind, functioning in pursuance of his organic theory of art, 
perceived a continually extending pervasiveness of interrelationships 
which the integrity of his personality required him to incorporate in 
73 
his painting as they were apprehended, thus constituting in the 
history of the painting of "Belshazzar's Feast," a partial record of 
the self-realization of one of America"s greatest minds. Allston 
regarded the ultimate goal of life to be the development of personality, 
or character; and its value to reside in the dynamic quality of inner 
growth. Others may have considered the value of life to be measurable 
by the extent of its concrete objectifications. The essential 
difference of opinion lies doubtless in the distinction which Coleridge 
noted as always existing between two types of mentality, the Platonist 
74 
and the Aristotelian. Allston, himself, explains his situation 
72 
73 
74 
See Chapter One. 
Allston to Cogdell, Dec. 21, 1828. 
Coleridge, The Complete Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, V, p.336. 
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in 1828 writing to Cogdell: 
• but the painter's magic, as long experience has 
taught me, is no ''hey, presto," work. Indeed it is 
work--that is, labor, though of the brain, yet labor, 
which makes it, as the world might think, no magic at all. 
This truth would perhaps have been received by me with 
an ill grace some twenty years ago, if at all, by a 
youthful brain full of magnificent projects. I 
thought then, and I suppose like most young artists, 
that I had only to dream dreams, and the hand would 
immediately embody them; and so it did after a fashion, 
that is, it put something on canvas, which, by the help 
of another dream, I made to resemble the first. But a 
man who follows up making dreams, like him who follows 
up any other (intellectual) manufacture, soon comes 
to have a larger apprehension of his business; he 
also sees clearer as well as farther every time, 
every day; what was before simple becomes complex, 
what seemed one, a thing of many parts, all having 
relation one to another, and each to the whole; what 
was apparently plain and easy, intricate and subtle; 
in short, the changes stop not till he seems, as it 
were, to see quite another thing., and with other 
eyes. But does not his power increase with his 
knowledge? Certainly. Yet his labor at the same 
time accumulates, since his knowledge only informs 
him that he has more to do. Thus must it be with every 
artist, if he is not content to repeat himself. If 
he have a true love of excellence, and the pursuit of 
it be his real object, he will find it (I should think) 
impossible to huddle one defect for the sake of sparing 
himself labor. And if his aim be excellence, though 
every day makes it more distinct, yet every day also 
shows its attainment to be more arduous. A sanguine 
youth may here ask, ''Who then would be a painter?" 
That same youth, if he have the courage to grow old in 
his art, might hereafter answer, "Himself." For he would 
then have learned that to overcome a difficulty is to 
create a pleasure. To advance is a law of the mind; and 
(so its object be innocent) every obstacle removed 
clears away a step nearer happiness. To labor, then, is 
both natural and desirable, and wise, since a wise 
Providence has so ordained it. What artist would complain 
of labor? Not I, for one. As it respects the pleasure 
in my art, I certainly appreciate the moral value of labor 
66 
too well to complain of it. And yet this one picture, 
on which I am now employed, has caused me many and many 
an anxious day. And why7 Because on this alone depends 
so much besides fame. For on this alone has for many 
years depended the long-hoped for meeting with a good 
mother and so many other dear relatives. But do not 
think I am repining, deeply anxious as I have felt, and 
still feel; I may grieve, but not repine. It becomes not 
a man of sense nor a Chri.stian to repine at what he 
cannot help. I have been long schooled to patience and 
submission; I endeavor to practise them as Christian 
duties. I am doing my best, and this sustains me, and 
with Heaven's blessing I look forward to a happy conclusion. 
67 ' 
PART TWO 
ALLSTON'S THEORY OF ART 
68 
CHAPTER FOUR. THE PHILOSOPHICAL MSIS OF ALLSTON 1 S THEORY 
In all the tributes paid to Allston by his contemporaries, the 
value of his critical thought appears to be .ntegrally related to the 
1 
importance of his influence. As critic, Allston was faced with the 
necessity of providing himself with something which would function as 
an aesthetic theory. It was not necessary, of course, that Allston's 
theory be well articulated02 but it was important that he establish 
an adequate basis for his criticism. In order to develop a theory of 
3 
art, he needed a theory of mind and one of value. These, in turn, 
involved a further inquiry as to the nature of man. 
While Allston did not distinguish these various theories in his 
writing, it is obvious that he considered them; and they are here 
analyzed as individual theories in order to indicate the degree to which 
he achieved a philosophical basis for his criticism. 
The Nature of Man 
Allston bases his theory of art on a theistic philosophical con-
cept of man as derived, or created, and as standing in "only three 
69 
possible relations.'A The first of these relations is established by All-
1 See Chapter Three. 
2 See Edward G. Ballard, ~and Analysis (The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1951), p. 195. 
3 M. M. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp(New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1953), p. 69. Abrams here observes: "In any period, the theory 
of mind and the theory of art tend to be integrally related and to turn 
upon similar analogues, explicit or submerged." 
4 Allston, p. 12. Note: Further references to the Lectures in Part 
Two of this dissertation will appear in parentheses in the body of the text. 
ston as man's relation to his Creator. Being derived, man is subject 
to laws which he himself did not originate, and is therefore "amenable" 
to the author of the laws.5 There is also in the human personality, 
Allston finds, a relationship to the infinite in the extent of man's as-
pirations. Action, he says, supposes purpose, and purpose supposes an 
objective. (72) The mind mistakes the name of its object and is con-
tinually disappointed because it cannot satisfy its own aspirations. 
Allston deduces the idea that since man is not sufficient in himself, 
but requires an object, and since his aspirations are infinite, the ob-
ject which he requires must also be infinite; (74) for an object once 
realized, he insists, is no longer an object. This places man in an in-
finite progress, he finds, "impelling to the future, and which no plea-
surable reliving of the past may supersede." (7) 
The two other relationships, Allston identifies as man's relation 
to matter and his relation to spirit. He thinks of man as a synthesis 
of two elements, which are so indissolubly united that the presence of 
the one must imply the presence of the other; and which are so essential, 
one to the other, that neither may act independently of the other. (73) 
He refers to these elements as "the spiritual nature" and "the animal 
nature." (6) The relationship which he finds imperatively established 
between the two is transcendental, based on the argument that matter can-
not act upon spirit. (15, 110, 113, 121) From the standpoint of the 
I 
physical nature alone, the gratifications of any desire which could min• 
5 See memorandum entitled, "Man Insufficient to Himself," in the 
Massachusetts Historical Society. 
70 
ister to that nature could not in itself be considered wrong, he argues. 
But the "self-conscious I," the moment that it looks into itself, per-
ceives that it is faced with the responsibility of alternatives of ac-
tion; and that it must make the self-determining decision as to whether 
or not the physical nature shall gratify its desire. Allston uses the 
term "moral intelligence" interchangeably with the term "spiritual na-
ture," explaining that it is used in its "most comprehensive sense," as 
including the spiritual and the intellectual." (118) The spiritual 
nature he refers to as having to do with the affections as they are re-
lated to God and man. (35, 118) As a responsible being, man is con-
sidered to be a free agent, (130) which in activity is termed "will." 
(48) 
Allston refers to the "soul" of man as the center of a circle of 
conscious reality (69) and as that which acts "through the physical, and 
a physical medium expressly constructed for its peculiar action." (ll4) 
He cannot conceive "of a soul without a correlative form--though it be 
in the abstract, and~ versa." (ll3) He finds it possible to divide 
the human family into races on the basis of physical characteristics, 
but insists that there can be no genera for the moral being as a free 
agent. (120) He alludes to the idea of man as "microcosm, or little 
world," and affirms that such he must ever be, as "the center and the 
circle of pleasure or pain," commenting further: 
Touch him with misery, and he becomes paramount to the whole 
world, to a thousand worlds; for the beauty and the glory of 
the universe are as nothing to him who is all darkness. Then 
it is that he will feel, should he have before doubted, that 
he is not a mere part, a fraction, of his kind, but indeed a 
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world; and though little in one sense, yet a world of awful 
magnitude in its capacity of suffering. In one word, Man 
is a whole, an Individual. (121) 
The idea of man as a "whole" and as an "individual" is of paramount 
importance in Allston's entire theory. For him, it is man as a whole 
who perceives, fancies, judges and imagines, and man as a whole who 
enjoys pleasures. (116) 
As a self-determining free agent, Allston refers to man "as the 
fearful architect of his own destiny." (120) But it is possible, he 
affirms, for man to develop his potentialities only in an environment, 
and he thus establishes the necessity of objectivity as related to sub-
jectivity by what he terms the "law of necessity." (4-6) Only under 
the operation of some great social law is it possible for man to reach 
his full development, Allston maintains; (164) for he is a social being, 
and social intercourse is necessary for his intellectual development as 
well as for the development of his affections. (157) Reference is fre-
quently made to a "living cement" which binds together the family of man; 
(105) and Allston can conceive of no more forlorn and hopeless solitude 
for any man than that of being restricted to his own mind, as he is when 
in the state of despair. (106) He tefers in this connection to the "in-
6 tolerable load of nothing." 
In the duality of man which Allston has established, it is the ob-
jective of life, he considers, to achieve a satisfying state. Since man 
finds pleasures which are associated with the exercise of the faculties 
of the mind to be much more satisfying than the pleasure of mere existence, 
(12) Allston concludes that the development of what he terms the "moral" 
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nature is of first importance; and that next in importance "to have 
subordinated the senses to the mind is the highest triumph of the civil-
ized state." (9) He finds every system which "degrades a mental plea-
sure" to the "subordinate or superfluous" is "narrow and false;" (11) 
and for this reason he cannot consider civilization as "artificial" but 
must conclude that it is "an essential condition to the proper develop-
ment of the human being, presupposed by the very wants of his mind." (9) 
The Nature of Knowledge 
Allston states that the infinite aspirations attributed to man i~ 
ply that he has intimations of absolute knowledge. The sad futility, 
however, of his hope for their realization suggests that in his present 
state, at least, finite man is incapable of the comprehension of such 
knowledge. It is certain that some ideas cannot be fully realized by 
him. The recognition of the unfathomable darkness of human ignorance, 
of how much man cannot know is, in Allston's opinion, a source of "sub-
lime humility." (7-12) 
While Allston deplores what he terms "blind empiricism, (12) he 
urges the student to persist in the closest observation of nature. 
"Without an intimate acquaintance with nature," he insists, "in all its 
varieties of the moral, intellectual and physical, the highest powers 
are wanting in their necessary condition of action." (142) Some knowl-
edge is perhaps best described, Allston feels, as tentative, becoming 
recognizable through its function in the realization of the personality. 
(74) Other knowledge is believed to be derivable from observation and 
6 Allston colllllents that aside from guilt, "a more terrible fiend 
has hardly been imagined than the little word nothing." 
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experience. (142) There is also, very significantly, knowledge which 
is self-evident. (4-6) 
Such is the "intuitive" knowledge of the idea (30) which once re-
cognized as such, requires no evidence, but exists as self-affirming. 
(3-6) An idea is said to be the "realization of a created mind." (95) 
It may not be amplified, diminished, disproved, or modified in any way 
by the understanding. It may be driven fr~ the mind by other ideas, 
but it may not be destroyed. According to Allston, ideas have no liv-
ing energy in themselves and are "but the forms through which, or in 
which, a higher Power manifests to the consciousness the supreme truth 
of all things real." (3) This self-evident truth is distinguished by 
Allston as "Ideal" truth, the notion of the ideal and the possible be-
ing for him interchangeable terms. (95) 
The nature of ideas is developed with cogency by Allston in the 
"Preliminary Note" to the Lectures. (3-7) An idea is there defined as 
the "highest or most perfect form in which anything, whether spiritual, 
intellectual, or physical, may exist to the mind. (3) The idea is not 
an image or figure or notion in Allston's definition; it is not the pro-
duct of the senses, nor of the faculties of the understanding, but is 
7 
merely a condition or state. An untitled memorandum among Allston's 
Papers further develops the character of the idea as a "constituent of 
the mind, necessary and absolute, evolving itself contemporaneously with 
the development of the mind." In this memorandum, the relation of the 
idea to the inward and outward is said to be that of "cause and effect." 
7 Allston states that "whatever can be brought into the sphere of 
the understanding, as a dialectic subject, is not an Idea." (6) 
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The idea is realized when its "effect" is realized as an act of con-
sciousness. Allston coiJIDents: "We can have no consciousness of it 
in the abstract: it is indeed always realized in the concrete, Hence 
the objective certainty of an Idea, its absolute truth," Ideas are 
brought into consciousness by some object, according to Allston, which 
is assimilated to the potential idea in the mind and is thus designated 
by Allston as an "assimilant" or "objective correlative" of the idea, 
(4, 16, 30) The assimilant as well as the constitutive element in the 
mind exists only as a state or occasion for the realization of the idea, 
Two types of ideas provide for the differentiation between that 
which refers to the manifestation of objectivity and that which is real-
ized as an element of pure intelligence, (3) Allston's "primary ideas" 
relate to the physical world, Their assimilants are provided by the 
senses, which transmit to the mind the colors and sounds and other i~ 
pressions from the object, (3-6) The intuitive power then judges, as-
similates or rejects the report of the senses, until the proper form is 
realized, (112) In the perception of objectivity, Allston recognizes 
the influence of "bias," a power compounded of intellect, senses and af-
fections, (26) Primary ideas cannot be completely realized by the fi-
nite mind, and as only approximated, are accompanied by a yearning in 
the iadividual for a fuller realization, They can be fully realized, 
according to Allston, only in the mind of God where they exist as arche-
types, (7) 
"Secondary ideas" are defined by Allston as the "reflex product of 
the mental constitution," (3) Such ideas may be fully realized, and 
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may be given an "outward manifestation" which permits them to be com-
municated to others. Works of imagination are illustrative of this type 
of ideas, and because the truth which they realize exists only in and 
for the mind, they are distinguished by Allston from the truth of ob-
jective reality and are designated by him as "human," or "poetic truth." 
(8} Existing, as they do, only in and for the human mind, these truths 
distinguish man from the brute creation, which presumably does not ex-
perience a similar response. (84} Because they constitute the distin-
guishing characteristic of man, Allston maintains that they are of para-
mount significance in the development of the human spirit. (57, 109} 
The Nature of Value 
While Allston does not discuss values, as such, he refers to the 
circumstances in which values are realizable, and establishes criteria 
for the •rank" of objects and pursuits which implies a theory of values. 
All objects and all pursuits are related by him to the ~jor premise 
which he holds regarding the nature of man, that of the duality of his 
nature and the transcendental relation of the mind to the body. (11} 
The development of the human personality, the achievement of character, 
is for him of utmost significance; and his scale of values must relate 
to this. 
Associated with the exercise of every appetite and function neces-
sary to the sustenance of life, Allston finds "a sense of pleasure." The 
pleasure associated with the healthful condition of the "moral and intel-
lectual being" he believes to far transcend the pleasure of mere exist-
ence. The physical needs are, Allston affirms, few and simple and easily 
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satisfied; whereas the greater part of the "stupendous fabric" of 
civilization has been erected for the satisfaction of the needs of 
the mind. (11) The final objective of the mind he believes to be 
perfection, existing to the mind as a possibility in the areas of the 
physical, intellectual and spiritual. The ideas by which the mind 
realizes these ideas of perfection are distinguished from other ideas 
by the fact that their realization is accompanied by no conscious per-
sonal advantage. In them, the self realizes a value apart and outside 
of its own considerations. (11) Man is, in Allston's estimation, dis-
tinguished from the brute creation by the fact that he is able to real-
ize these three particular values, and is so distinguished to the ex-
tent that he realizes them. The universality of the potentiality for 
the realization of the ideas does not imply their equal realization. 
(47, 84) But, Allston maintains, their enjoyment is not limited to the 
refined and cultured, (18) and is, rather, determined by the develop-
ment in the individual of the principle of harmony. (18) Even in the 
lowest possible specimen of humanity, he affirms, there was at least 
in childhood an awareness of these ideas; and recollection in later 
years must remind every individual that once he did perceive them and 
that therefore, he is a man. Because of the great significance which 
he attaches to these ideas in the development of human personality, 
Allston raises the question as to whether a simple flower may not be 
found to be more "functional" than a labor-saving machine. (18) 
Beauty, truth, and goodness are for Allston manifestations of a 
trinity which he designates as "Deity," "Infinite Power," and the liv-
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ing principle of "Harmony." As manifestations of this trinity, the 
three ideas are apprehended on various progressive levels by the in-
tuitive faculties. A sheet of manuscript in the Allston papers con-
tains the following diagram of his understanding of the relationship 
of the ideas and their significance: 
Intel ectual 
Contr iction 
The consciousness of the existence of the three values brings with 
it a sense of the "responsible," as well as the "distinct" position 
which man occupies in a social environment where no one is independent 
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of other men; and the very lowest has an "indefeasible claim on the 
highest." (52) There are, therefore, ethical obligations involved 
in the conception. Man is situated in the universe in such a way that 
"a ray of light is not more continuously linked in its luminous par-
ticles than our moral being with the whole moral universe." (104) 
In the great plan ordained by "Infinite Wisdom" for the "evolu-
tion of the human spirit," Allston finds the world of art to have a 
part, "small though it be," not only in the enlargement of the sphere 
of human pleasure, but of man's "capacities of adoration" as if, All-
ston observes, "in the gift He had said unto man, Thou shalt know me 
by .the powers I have given thee." (110) Art is thus incorporated in 
his system of values to make its individual contribution to the realiza-
tion of the human personality in its quest for perfection and a "satis-
fying state." 
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CHAPTER FIVE. ART AND THE ARTIST 
In The Mirror and the Lamp, M. H. Abrams has traced the changing 
concepts of art from Plato and Aristotle to the present. In his sur-
vey he has pointed out the change from analogies used in connection 
with theories of imitation, to those which permit a concept of art as 
expression, with emphasis on the relation of art to the artist. A 
third type of theory is found by Abrams in contemporary literary criti-
cism where the work of art is considered as a self-contained universe. 
Ab11rams designates this type of theory as "objective" and in referring 
1 
to it, uses, to describe the work of art the term, "heterocosm." In 
order not to force Allston's theory into any one particular classifies-
tion, it is examined in relation to each one of the types which Abrams 
has categorized. The orientation of his ideas thus becomes apparent; 
and the possible affinities of his theory are evident. 
Art as Imitation 
While Allston often refers to the poet-artist (5, 7, 34) and has, 
himself, been regarded as an exemplification of the classical notion of 
2 ~ pictora poesis, he is not necessarily committed to a theory of imi-
tation. He requires of the work of art that it shall have reference to 
a "truth" of nature, and that it shall not depart so far from the actual 
as to appear impossible or false. (87, 88, 106) He also stresses the 
importance to the student of careful observation of nature. (137) But 
1 Abrams, p. 272. 
2 Ibid., p. 50. See also, Reuselaer Lee, "Ut Pictora Poesis, the 
Humanistic Theory of Painting," College~ BullE;tin, Vol. XXII, Decem-
ber, 1940, PP• 197-269. 
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in the use of the materiala which nature provides, he does not wish 
the artist to be placed in a position which subordinates him to his 
subject. He does not feel, apparently, that the subject itself should 
determine the actual character of the work of art. Were this the case, 
he argues, the most elevated subject in the hands of the most skillful 
painter would of necessity depend on the success of a search for the 
most perfect models. (137) Even if the models were found, however, 
and the transcription were perfect, this for Allston would not consti• 
tute art, but rather would find ita place in the "dead category of 
Copy •" (80) 
For art, in his thinking, originates in a perception, and percep-
tion is never P.aasive, but always involves the active powers of the 
mind.3 The instrument through which the mind works may be a poor in• 
strument or a fine one. Paganini, for example, might perform superb-
ly on an execrable violin; but he could not produce with it what would 
be possible on his own "most delicate Cremona." (15) Similarly, there 
are wide differences in the innate physical capacity. to perceive; and 
there are also varying degrees of development in this potential power. 
(15) 
Not only are there varying capacities of perception, but also dif-
ferences in what Allston calls "bias." (25) Every sensory impression 
meets in the mind a pre-determined acceptance or rejection based on in-
terest, indifference, or dislike, and thus, perceptions are individual• 
ized. "In the power of assimilating what is foreign or external to our 
3 See Chapter Four. 
81 
own particular nature consists the individualizing law •••• " (79) 
Because the artist must perceive in terms of his own individuality, 
his "imitation" of nature is distinguished from a mechanical copy. 
Where the individuality is well developed and the artist is able to 
make another see or feel precisely what he himself perceived, he be-
comes an "originator." Allston affirms: "In the power of reproduc-
ing what is thus modified consists the originating cause." (75, 77) 
As evidence of the necessary modification of the object by its 
assimilation and externalization, Allston calls attention to the dif-
ferences always apparent between any two portraits of the same sitter 
by any two different artists, painting at the same time. A "certain 
exclusive something will distinguish the one from the other, and both 
from the original," he insists. The difference cannot be ascribed to 
technique, which may be supposed to be essentially the same in the two 
painters, nor to skill, which may be supposed to be equal • "No," All-
ston maintains, "by whatever it is that one man's mental impression, or 
his mode of thought is made to differ from another's it is that some-
thing, which our imaginary artists have here transferred to their pencil, 
that makes them different, yet both original." (78) It is thus apparent 
that for Allston, art is not a "dead copy" but a "living imitation;" and 
he distinguishes this original perception from a mere copy of another's 
work in the following comment: 
Every original work becomes such from the infusion, so to speak, 
of the mind of the Author; and of this the fresh materials of 
nature alone seem susceptible. The imitated works of man cannot 
be endued with a second life, that is, with a second mind; they 
are to the imitator as air already breathed. (163) 
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Even a mechanical copy of nature never satisfies, but appears fragment-
ary, for the reason, Allston states, that in itself, every part of nature 
refers to the whole, and gives to the mind the sense of completeness that 
it requires. (105) Taken out of context, as an unmodified copy, the 
fragment loses this reference and appears unsatisfactory. The work of 
art, however, is stamped with the originality of the artist and therefore 
refers the fragment of nature to the artist as a substitute reference, 
which satisfies the observer. (36, 80) 
In the work of art there is thus a double reference. Allston cites 
as an example a painting of a dish of oysters, (34) pointing out that it 
provides not only a reference to the original dish of oysters, but also 
refers to the individuality of the artist. Art, for Allston, must bear 
this stamp of individuality; it must have an organic relationship, if it 
is to satisfy the observer. The "absolute identity" between any natural 
object and its represented image is, for Allston, impossible, since the 
one is the "work of the Creator," and the other of "the creature." (94) 
Art as Expression 
Allston considers the materials of the artist to be the work of the 
One who created the artist himself. But the artist is not, for him mere-
ly an efficient cause; for over the materials which he uses he has been 
given a delegated power to combine and modify and thus to construct the 
work of art. (94) The realization in nature of artistic value is for 
Allston a distinguishing characteristic of human beings. "What," he 
asks, "can we suppose to be the effect of the purple haze of a suomer 
sunset on the cows and sheep, or even on the more delicate inhabitants 
of the air?" (84) Something in man is reflected back to him by nature, 
something with which he himself has imbued it. The ability to invest a 
concrete object with a quality of the mind is not the province of any 
isolated faculty, according to Allston, but is the function of the total 
self, "that self-projecting, realizing power, which is ever present, ever 
acting and giving judgment on the instant on all things corresponding 
with its inscrutable self." (86) It is this power which is reasonable 
for the poetry of life, and the artist is one in whom this power is high-
ly developed. 
Poetic truth is distinguished by Allston from the merely visionary 
and fanciful, and is considered, rather, the product of an artistic te~ 
perament which is never satisfied with the perception of that which is 
incomplete or which appears to be deficient. In the completion of the 
deficieney of objectivity, the artist realizes a value which exceeds 
that of mere objectivity. (81, 84) Poetic truth is the effort, in All-
ston's concept, to realize through the exercise of human faculties that 
which exists but as a possibility. He does not imply in this idea that 
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he considers the work of the artist to be that of patching up or improv-
ing upon nature, but it is rather the creation of a work of organic whole-
ness based upon the principles of nature. 
In view of Allston's theory of the realization of the idea as re-
lated to the development of the self, it is evident that he can not sub-
scribe to the poaition that certain objects only are suitable to receive 
the imprint of the mind. The artist is not, he maintains, lowered when 
he realizes an idea by means of an external object whatever: and the ob-
ject, on the contrary, is thereby elevated, having become a part of 
that which has received human value. "As to the modus operandi," he 
confesses, "it were a vain endeavor to seek it out." It is enough for 
man to know that there is that within him "which is ever answering to 
that without, as life to life--which must be life, and which must be 
true." (85, 88) This is the concept ~hich Allston expresses in his 
sonnet "Art." (327) 4 
The artist, in Allston's theory does not appear to be concerned 
with the mere expression of feeling, but rather withithe realization 
of the idea of an organic whole, or with the perfection of poetic truth. 
In his "iuvention," he gives expression to his own hitherto unrealized 
potentialities and also to the unrealized possibilities of humanity. 
(138) Thus the role of the artist assumes, for Allston, the responsi-
bility of a "seer," existing as an integral part of society. Because 
Allston requires the reference to objectivity in the realization of the 
4 Allston here distinguishes art from the activity which he con-
siders to be craft: 
0 Art, high gift of Heaven~ how oft defamed 
When seeming praised~ To most a craft that fits 
By dead prescriptive rule, the scattered bits 
Of gathered knowledge; even so misnamed 
By some who would invoke thee; but not so 
By hi~-the noble Tuscan--who gave birth 
To forms unseen of men, unknown to earth, 
Now living habitants; he felt the glow 
Of thy revealing touch, that brought to vtew 
The invisible Idea; and he knew; 
E'en by its inward sense, its form was true; 
'Twas life to life responding--highest truth~ 
So through Elisha's faith the Hebrew youth 
Beheld the thin, blue air to fiery chariots grow. 
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idea, the work of art is also related to nature and there is no 
break in the organic continuity required by Allston's dynamic theory. 
Art as Heterocosm 
The existence of art, for Allston, implies the existence of that 
which is neither nature nor man but which exists between the two. Avail-
ing himself of powers and materials which he has received from a higher 
Power, man constructs a second world, a world of poetic truth, within 
the world. (109)5 It consists of the recognition and realization of 
every value which man, as opposed to the brute creation, has been able 
to apprehend. The forms of this world are new forms which have not ex-
isted before, drawn either from tbie realm of the "probable" or that of 
the ''possible." (93) In the latter case, the assimilant has no 
objective existence, but the mind realizes its potential idea by means 
of an imagined assimilant. For the forms of this new world, Allston 
insists, it is possible to use canons only as preliminary guides; (134) 
for a canon is universal and the artist's forms, to be "living," 
must be stamped with the character of individuality. (76) 
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In the world of art, Allston feels that it is important to distinguish 
imaginative forms from forms created by mere fancy, for he insists 
that the former bear a relationship to Nature while the latter may 
proceed from diseased appetites. (10} It is thus apparent that 
Allston's world of art exists in relation to the artist and also in 
5 See Abrams, p. 282. 
relation to the truth of nature, with the double affirmation he 
requires of all created or derived beings and objects. 
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CHAPIER SIX. THE AESTHETIC OBJECT 
Allston did not make use in his writing of the word "aesthetic," 
but he did devote one lecture to "Art," inquiring particularly as to 
the characteristics that distinguish art from nature, which it profess-
es to imitate. Allston as a critic was primarily concerned with the 
work of art; Allston the painter dedicated himself unswervingly to the 
creation of works of art, His conception of the aesthetic object there-
fore, should be of significance, and he has expressed definite opinions 
as to the subject or idea, the form, and technical aspects of the work 
of art, 
Subject Matter or Idea 
Allston does not limit the experience of beauty to works of art, 
but he does distinguish the beauty of art from the natural beauty, 
A painting, in Allston's opinion, should express one subject, one 
idea or series of ideas, (144-151) There should never appear to be two 
conflicting purposes in a work of art, (143) Allston himself would 
paint either a landscape with no figures, or one with very tiny figures; 
or he would paint figures; he would not agree to paint figures in a land-
1 scape. The single subject matter of the painting may be chosen from 
the whole range of human experience, in the realm of the actual, the pro-
bable, or the possible, (87, 95) It is not necessary that the painting 
express a literal subject or "story." "Who," Allston inquires, "would 
ask for the story in one of our gorgeous autumnal sunsets?" and who would 
say that the effect of one of Hayd~1 ,.ti sonatas is merely sensuous? The 
1 Allston to Pickering, December 29, 1818. 
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title of the painting is not important. (145) 2 
The range of subjects in art is determined only by the capacity 
of the 
narrow 
artists, 
field."3 
and a great artist is required to be a "thinker in no 
The significant aspect of the subject is that it must 
exist as an "intellectual boundary" (separated from the flux of experi-
ence) as an abstraction, since no image can be thus separated from other 
and extraneous images "so as to comprise a positive whole." The one 
"thought" or "series of thoughts," realized in form, becomes some par-
ticular truth, sentiment, action or mood of mind. (152) The imputation 
of the idea to the natural world is, of course, Allston's human or poetic 
truth••"the true ground of the poetical." (106) "For in what," asks 
Allston, "consists the poetry of the natural world, if not in the senti-
ment and reacting life it receives from the human fancy and affections." 
(84, 76) Thus, subject, for Allston, is the response of the total per-
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sonality to the world about it, a response characterized by an individual• 
ized realization of an individual reality. (79) 
Form 
Form in painting is discussed by Allston as the "whole," Which he 
defines as "the complete expression, by means of form, color, light, and 
2 See Flagg, P• 56. The subject may be left for the observer to provide, 
"provided he possesses the imaginative faculty." Otherwise, such paintings 
will "have little more meaning to him than a calico counterpane." 
3 Manuscript "R" in Massachusetts Historical Society. 
shade, of one thought, or series of thoughts, having to their end some 
particular truth, or sentiment, or action, or mood of mind." (152) 
And again Allston refers to form when he says: "Where the outward and 
inward are so united that we cannot separate them, there shall we find 
the perfection of art." (82, 129) This perfect union, Allston admits, 
perhaps has never been accomplished and "may be impossible." But no 
approach to excellence can ever be made, if the idea of such a union be 
not constantly looked to by the artist as his ultimate aim. (83, 129) 
The form of a work of art is found by Allston to be characterized 
in its conception by originality and poetic truth. It is realized by 
a process to which he refers as "Invention," the "paramount index of 
the highest art." (83) Invention is said to be "any unpracticed mode 
of presenting a subject, whether by the combination of forms already 
known, or by the union and modific*tion of known fragmentary parts into 
a new and consistent whole." (87, 145) 
It is in the form of a work that it must live, as the analogue of 
the conditions of human life, Allston maintains. The work of art must 
give expression through its form to the idea which it realizes. Every 
part must bear the impress of the artist's mind. (83) He divides the 
composition of a painting into major areas which he terms "masses" (145) 
and which may be subdivided into parts. (145) Parts include details, 
such as ornaments and dress; (146) details are to parts as parts are to 
the whole. The purpose of the artist determines the number of the parts, 
which must be few in a sublime subject and may be many in a gay and mag-
nificent painting. (146-148) 
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In the arrangement of the materials, Allston believes unity of 
purpose to be a characteristic of primary urgency. It gives the origi• 
nality and individuality which he requires of art. The composition 
should be characterized by a variety of parts, by continuity, and har-
4 
mony. Unity in a composition is achieved by harmony. The rule of 
harmony is in the artist's mind alone--else painting might be made by 
recipe. (154) 
Masses, Allston explains, are not mere spaces, but are rather areas 
of light and dark, representing the "condition of things." (146, 148) 
A mass may include many parts, but is in itself, in relation to the whole, 
but a single component. Parts, in turn, may be broken down into details. 
In themselves they are the prominent divisions which "constitute the es-
sential features of a composition." (148) Details comprise such minutia 
as ornament or dress. The number of parts in a composition is regulated 
by the theme, a gay and magnificent spectacle such as Veronese's "Mar-
riage at cana• permitting great variety and many more parts than a c~ 
position with a sublime theme. A sublime theme, in Allston's opinion, 
requires a minimum of parts •. (145, 148) 
Fine parts alone do not make a composition; they must be united to 
each other and suited to "some specific purpose." Indeed, without the 
adaptation to purpose, they cannot be united to each other. (153) Har-
mony is the master principle which regulates, disposes and modifies shape, 
4 The work of art exists in relation to the artist as activity. All-
ston argues that activity infers a purpose and purpose implies an "end" 
or objective. The objective is therefore realization of an inner experi-
ence. 
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line and quantity until the form "manifests itself in pleasurable iden-
tity with the harmony within.us." · (153} 
It is "the essential agreement of one part with another, and of 
each with the whole." The harmony of a composition is determined by the 
"intellectual boundary" of the unified purpose of the painter. It in-
volves balancing the masses, considering the laws of attraction and re-
pulsion, and breadth. By the term "breadth" Allston explains, is meant 
"such a massing of the quantities, whether by color, light, or shadow, 
as shall enable the eye to pass without obstruction, and by easy tran-
sitions, from one to another, so that it shall appear to take in the 
whole at a glance. Breadth, Allston explains, is "like the exordium 
and peroration of a discourse, including as well the last as the first 
idea." "It is, in other words," he adds, "a simple, connected, and 
concise exposition and sUDIII&ry of what the artist extends." (154} The 
principle of continuity is the unifying spirit of every line, "which 
without it would exist as separate and distinct from otlher lines." Con-
tinuity connects the parts with each other and with the whole. Line, 
for Allston, is significant in painting as "the course or medium through 
which the eye is led from one part of the picture to another." This type 
of line cannot be predetermined, and its character cannot be governed by 
rule. It must depend upon the subject. Anything which creates a path 
for the eye may become a part of the line in a composition, whether it be 
a contour, hue, or value. It is required only that the transition from 
part to part be made naturally. The lines of a composition may be abrupt, 
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rapid, and unexpected or parabolic and serpentine. Lines in a composi-
tion may be called "the tracks of thought, in which we follow the author's 
mind through his imaginary creations." (149, 151) 
Materials and Techniques 
Allston apparently considered everything concerned with giving 
concrete expression to the artist's idea as a part of technique, 
for he refers to composition as a part of "technic," and also refers 
to it as "the language of art." (164) The power or ability to give 
concrete form to individualized impressions he observed to be widely 
differentiated, being so feeble in some that it never acted and in 
others highly developed. He appears to believe that the images or 
emotions exist clearly in the artist's mind before he begins to express 
them, and that the "originator" is distinguished from others by his 
ability to present "the precise images or emotions as they existed 
in himself," thus presenting "that which can be found nowhere else." 
(77) The matter of technique is inextricably involved in the "invention" 
by which the artist combines and relates the parts of his painting, and 
the lines of its composition define his personal "style." Since the 
procedures involved and the materials used must be determined in each 
instance by the artist's individual purpose, Allston makes no specific 
suggestions regarding these. 
He does require that the delineation of the parts be not only 
accurate but characterized by grace and delicacy if the work is that 
of a "genius." (207) Equally important, in his estimation, is 
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'the color of a painting, and in harmony with his idea that technique 
is the artist's own language, he originated his own theory of color. 
He freely shared the results of his own technical experiments and 
observations, but feeling that technique must be the individual 
artist's own expressive use of materials, refrained from giving 
advice unless it was requested. 
In Allston's opinion technique must always be subordinated 
to the artist's purpose and must not exist in such a way as to call 
attention to itself. Thus, he points out that the technique used by 
Vernet in his painting of a "Storm at Sea," being Vernet 's own ex-
pression, contributes to the total unity of the picture and exists 
unobtrusively as a part of the whole. (162) In this picture he 
finds that "every line, every touch" has a meaning. The forms do 
not, he observes, stand alone and empty, but contain the artist's 
6 
own feeling--the only true guide in the use of technique. In contrast, 
Allston finds a painting of a landscape by the same artist to exist as 
a "collocation of fragments" taken from Salvatore Rosa. In the 
arrangement of these parts, Allston feels that "nothing but an explosion 
could account for their assemblage." (161) The drawing, he finds to 
be "contrived" and the very execution, in "the conventional dash of 
the pencil," betrays ''what a lawyer would call the malice prepense 
of the Artist in their strange disfigurement." Defending himself against 
6 
See Chapter Seven. 
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the charge of ''hypercriticism," Allston contends that no one, even 
among Vernet's admirers, could feel a genuine sympathy for such 
"flourishes," which are ''mere diagrams of composition deduced from 
pictures." (loc. cit.) 
It is thus apparent that in the matter of materials and 
techniques Allston requires that these be brought into relationship 
with the artist's purpose and that they be used in a way to constitute 
of them organic components of a ''whole." 
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CHAPrER SEVEN. THE AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE 
Washington Irving has given a vivid description of the impact on 
Allston of the great art of Italy which they enjoyed together while 
Irving was in Rome, "Allston," he observed, "was exquisitely sensible 
to the graceful and the beautiful, and took great delight in paintings 
which excelled in color; yet he was strongly moved by objects of grand-
eur." Allston's face would flush, "his eyes would dilate" and his breath 
would come almost in gasps, when confronted by an object of "grandeur or 
1 
sublimity." The history of Allston's life reveals that the pleasure he 
received from works of art and from natural beauty was an experience 
which he valued most highly, That he reflected on the nature and signi-
ficance of this particular type of experience is evident from the theo-
retical observations he has left, The extent of his study and the valid-
ity of his conclusions may be inferred from an examination of his theory 
as to the characteristics, structure and significance of the aesthetic 
experience, 
Characteristics and Levels of the Experience 
Allston's metaphysical scheme has established the nature of man as 
a living synthesis of the intellectual, spiritual and physical natures, 
(21) Beauty, truth, and goodness are considered to be the "living con-' 
stituents of an iumortal spirit," needing but the "slightest breath of 
some outward condition" to awaken them from their state as mere paten-
tialities in the human mind, As Ideas, they constitute a potential source 
of "mental pleasure," (13) and a distinguishing characteristic of these 
1 Flagg, P• 69, 
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particular values is their existence apart from the selfish interests 
of the individual. (40) All three exist as general and ultimate ideas 
of perfection, each one representing "a phase" of "one immutable Prin-
ciple." (30, 46) 
Since perfection is ultimate, it is incorrect, in Allston's opin-
ion, to compare objects as manifesting kinds or degrees of beauty, 
truth, or goodness. (121, 122) Apprehensions of the values may under-
go changes, marking fuller conceptions as a "more extended acquaintance 
with the higher outward assimilants' leads "nearer to a perfect realiza-
tion of the preexisting Idea," the use of the word "perfect" referring 
only to the nearest approximation possible for man. (30) Allston seeks 
to make clear the distinction between the apprehension of the idea, which 
is varied and comparable, and the idea itself, which is ultimate and is 
not comparable. (121-124) As "phases" of a co111110n ground, in an imper-
fect world, the three values are not necessarily found in conjunction, 
Allston observes. He infers their original unity and probable reunion 
from the universal desire of man to realize their confluence. (32, 37, 
129) 
The response to beauty, truth, and goodness is intransitive; they 
are to be regarded as existing in their own right. (129) The truth of 
their existence is imperative and independent of opinion. (99, 109) 
Their enjoyment, Allston points out, is not to be experienced at all 
times and places by all individuals, but is dependent upon certain at-
titudes of mind, and certain circumstances. A pleasurable emotion of 
any kind is not likely, for example, to be enjoyed by anyone overpowered 
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by terror, pain, or fear. (57) On the other hand, Allston points out, 
a sense of security is not imperative, since the sense of danger may 
enhance the experience of a pleasurable emotion. (58) 
Experience in general may be fragmentary and unsatisfactory, but 
the experience of art is for Allston distinguished by its "wholeness," 
a concept impossible to define, but absolutely essential to the exist-
ence of a work of art. (101/ "Wholeness" or unity of experience as 
it relates to art is dependent upon the "fusion of the mind of the artist 
with the materials of art." Every area of the work must be stamped 
with the imprint of his mind, maintains Allston. It is precisely the 
perception of the synthesis of the individualized idea of an original and 
inventive individual with the materials of the artist which constitutes 
the experience of art, and which is referred to by Allston as the 
response of life to life. (129) He thus establishes a categorical 
definition of the experience of art, by which art lives or fails to 
exist. The living, original work of art produces an effect or an emo-
tional response, which differs in kind rather than in degree from the ef-
2 Allston describes the experience as follows: "For what answer can 
we give to the question, What is a Whole? If we reply, That which has 
neither more nor less than it ought to have, we do not advance a step 
towards a definite notion; for the rule (if there be one) is yet undis-
covered, by which to measure either the too much or the too little. Never-
theless, incomprehensible as it certainly is, it is what the mind will not 
dispense with in a work of art; nay, it will not concede even a right to 
the name to any production where this is wanting. • • in relation to Art, 
the law of the imagination demands a whole; in order to which not a single 
part must be felt to be wanting; all must be there, however imperfectly 
rendered; nay, such is the craving of this active faculty, that be they 
but mere hints, it will often fill them out to the desired end; the only 
condition being, that the part hinted be founded in truth." (101-102) 
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feet of works that make no pretense to originality. (162-163) The re-
sponse to art is not necessarily pleasurable, however; and all that is 
affirmed in the experience is the existence of the living art. Allston 
asserts: "Any reality may be to us an offence or a pleasure, yet still 
a reality." (109) The response to such a work is comparable to the re-
sponse of one individual to the existence of another. It cannot be de-
nied that the other is there, but the fact of his existence may be a 
matter of little consequence or great interest. 
There are, Allston admits, hundreds and thousands of pictures which 
make no pretension to originality; and these are often the source of 
pleasure. "There are," he says, "times when even the wisest man will 
find commonplace wholesome." (163) Grace of manner, eloquent speech, 
even though expressing no idea, may be a source of delight; the reason 
being that the mind "instinctively surrounds itself with myriads of ob-
jects," having little to recommend them, perhaps, but the property of 
keeping the mind from "stagnating." (163) What Allston appears to be-
lieve, is that the contemplation of pictures as an activity per ~ is 
not necessarily in itself an experience of the value of art. In the ex-
perience of art man perceives the very nature and conditions of his own 
existence, and the more fully these are realized in the work, the more 
rewarding his experience. (112) Everything which goes to make up the 
personality of the observer serves as a determining factor of the signi-
ficance of the experience, as well as the nature of the work of art. 
"Temperament, ignorance, cultivation, vulgarity, and refinement have all, 
in a greater or less degree," affirms Allston, "an influence in our im-
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pression; so that any reality may be to us either an offense or a plea-
sure, yet still a reality. (25, 109) Thus, he finds, a "coarse mind" 
may find beauty in the "hard, soulless forms" of Van der Werf, while 
turning away with apathy from "the sanctified loveliness" of a Raphael 
madonna. (25) 
As to the significance of beauty in the aesthetic experience, All-
ston was convinced that very little had been written that was of any 
3 
consequence. In his own conception beauty itself is not the final de• 
sideratum in a work of art, and its presence in the work of art or in 
many useful objects may be a matter of indifference. (63) He feels 
that the obscuration of the nature of beauty has resulted largely from 
the poverty of language wherein a subject requiring a "wider nomencla-
ture" has one that is very contracted. (123) Allston requires greater 
precision in the use of terms to describe the experience of art, and 
suggests that various levels be distinguished. 
In his arrangement of the levels of the aesthetic experience, All-
ston conceives of man as situated in the center of a great circle of 
forms which exist as links in the chain of creation. In this circle, 
the position of beauty is that of the highest eminence of the physical, 
3 
Allston's opinion on the theories of beauty which had come to his 
attention is indicated on page 121 of the Lectures as follows: ·~s to 
the flowery declamations about Beauty, they would not here be noticed, 
were they not occasionally met with in works of high merit, and not un-
frequently mixed up with philosophical truth. If they have any definite 
meaning, it amounts to this--that the Beautiful is the summit of every 
possible excellence. The extravagance, not to say absurdity of such a 
proposition, confounding as it does, all received distinctions, both in 
the moral and the natural world, needs no comment." See also, Memorandum 
entitled "Beauty" in Massachusetts Historical Society. 
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as "first in a series." Above the physical, Allston establishes other 
values in a relationship which may be illustrated by the following dia-
gram: 
THE SUBLIME 
THE FALSE SUBLIME 
The Grand 
The Majestic 
The Elegant 
The Beautiful 
The Handsome 
The Pretty 
The Comely 
The Plain 
MAN 
The Ugly 
The Appalling 
The Frightful 
The Hideous 
The Horrible 
The Loathsome 
Allston makes what he believes to be an original contribution to 
the clarification of the nature of experience on levels between the 
beautiful and the sublime, commenting: 
We are not aware that this particular class of objects has 
hitherto been noticed, at least as holding a distinct posi-
tion. And, if we may be allowed to supply the omission, we 
should assign to it the intermediate place between the Beauti-
ful and the Sublime. Indeed, there seems to be no other sta-
tion as peculiarly proper; inasmuch as they would thus form, 
in a consecutive series, a regular ascent from the sensible 
material to the invisible spiritual; hence naturally uniting 
into one harmonious whole every possible emotion of our high-
er nature. (52) 
.The descent from beauty, as the apogee of the physical, is marked 
by increasingly gross material influences. (68) Because he felt that 
beauty had been so misunderstood and misinterpreted, Allston has given 
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particular attention to its elucidation.4 There are, he finds, various 
manifestations of beauty. Beauty which exists in a physical object un-
mixed with other values is universally perceivable and generally ap-
preciated. (20) Thus, men do not dispute about the beauty of a rose. 
(21) Paintings of pretty faces, such as were in Allston's day being 
imported from abroad to be sold in "paint shops," commonly attract crowds 
of admirers. (22) 
It is only when beauty is associated with other values, requiring 
of the observer imagination and affection, when the response is dependent 
upon the development in the percipient of these particular capacities, 
that it is necessarily varied. (26) By itself, beauty has no power to 
impel action. The powers commonly attributed to it belong rather, All-
ston believes, to some "mixed mode," in which beauty is related to a real 
or supposed "moral" quality. Only in such association may it awaken pas-
sion, give energy to the indolent, courage to the timid, perseverance to 
the fickle, or work other transformations commonly attributed to it. The 
beauty of human beings is, for Allston, beauty in its "mixed mode." This, 
for him, is not beauty "in its high, passionless form, its singleness and 
purity. It is not Beauty as it descended from heaven, in the cloud, the 
rainbow, the flower, the bird, or in the concord of sweet sounds." (19} 
4 On the subject of beauty, Allston observes: "It would seem, then, 
that in relation to man, Beauty is the extreme point, or last summit of 
the natural world, since it is in that that we recognize the highest 
emotion of which we are susceptible from the purely physical. If we as-
cend thence into the moral, we shall find its influence diminish in the 
same ratio with our upward progress." (67) 
But it is indeed when beauty is united with intelligence and virtue 
that it has great power. 
Beauty may be experienced as conjoined with any of the values on 
either segment of the circle of values. When it is conjoined with the 
morally bad, however, it is not self-sustaining; nor does it exist other 
than as a mitigating factor of awfulness in relation to the sublime. 
(68) Much of the "many colored interest" in productions of the imagina-
tion may be traced to various combinations made on the circle of values, 
which combinations Allston refers to as "mixed modes." (49) Sometimes 
the effort to unite discordant elements produces an alternation of the 
revolting and pleasing; sometimes, the lack of harmony borders on ex-
treme discord. In the presentation of evil, however, there must always 
be some redeeming quality, for in "pure unintellectual, brutal evil we 
take no interest • • • nor can we." (48) 
Pleasure in art may be received from scenes which in nature would 
be too repellent to look upon, such as villainy, murder, or betrayal. 
This is, Allston states, because life induces sympathy in the observer 
and he suffers with the victim of the tragedy to the extent that he can-
not endure to look at the scene. In art, however, the portrayal is not 
linked to actual life, but, taken out of the context of life, is related 
rather to the artist through the stamp of his individual interpretation. 
The seat of the interest is in the imagination and'~annot be brought home 
to self." Should the portrayal be too close to nature, savoring of imi-
tation, it would incite sympathy rather than "interest" and its effects 
would be similar to that of the original, attractive or repulsive, as the 
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case might be. (49, 50) 
Certain objects of nature awaken in the mind ideas of qualities 
which do not exist in the objects themselves but which are human charac-
teristics imputed to the objects. Such are the adjectives "stately, ~ 
jestic, grand," when applied to forest trees, rivers, mountains, or lakes. 
These qualities Allston refers to as "imputed attributes." The grand and 
the magnificent suggest more exalted ideas of perfection, but transcend-
ing all is the concept of the sublime. (52) 
The experience of the sublime is distinguished from all other ex-
perience by the fact that man cannot find within himself the attribute 
which he seeks to ascribe to the object that realizes for him the idea 
of sublimity. For all other ideas, man is the center; but the idea of 
sublimity is realized only by a contemplative act, "ab extra" to the human 
being. (56) "With the fullest consciousness of the possession of this 
principle, and with the power to realize it in other objects, he (man] 
has still no power in relation to himself,--that is, to become the object 
to himself." (70) Natural objects and objects of art may lead to the 
idea of the sublime. Mont Blanc, or the ocean might suggest the idea, 
as might a Gothic cathedral. The aublime does not satisfy, as does the 
experience of beauty in the Parthenon (61) but is a feeling "too vast to 
be circumscribed by human content." (61) The sense of danger may be as-
sociated with the sublime, drawing the self into the mysterious idea of 
the infinite. (53, 56) Allston gives a concise definite of a sublime 
~b~ect as follows: 
That which has the power of possessing the mind, to the exclusion, 
for the time, of all other thought, and which presents no compre-
hensible sense of a whole though still impressing us with a 
full apprehension of such as a reality--in other words, which 
cannot be circumscribed by the forms of the understanding while 
it strains them to the utmost,--that we should term a sublime 
object. (53) 
The experience of the sublime is produced by that which is vast and 
overpowering, according to Allston, and its effect is sudden, "scarce 
seen till felt; coming like a blast, bending and leveling everything 
before it, till it passes into spa~.;'! The pleasure which is experi-
enced in the experience of the sublime, for Allston, "trenches on pain." 
It is sharply distinguished by him from the gay and the magnificent by 
its simplicity and increasingly uniform character. It pushes the fac-
ulties of the mind "beyond their supposed limits" and in its experience 
a sense of the "indefinite" seems to partake of the "infinite." 
As in the experience of beauty, so in the experience of the sublime, 
and in fact of any of the values which Allston discusses, their enjoy-
ment is dependent upon the capacity of the observer. (157) Allston a£-
firms that the idea of the sublime cannot be perceived by thousands be-
cause of lack of development of the reflective qualities and other de-
teriorating causes, such as ignorance or brutality. A mind susceptible 
only to the gay and magnificent cannot experience the sublime. (133) 
He believes that in the realization of the idea of the sublime is the 
highest pleasure known. Like the ideas of beauty, truth, and goodness, 
it is related to no personal consideration, but must be marked by the 
entire absence of self. (57) The experience of an aesthetic value is 
distinguished by Allston from ordinary experience and is qualified by 
certain characteristics which give to it a unique quality which may be 
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considered as its structure. 
The Structure of the Experience 
All experience of objective value is in Allston's thought based 
upon perception, which he considers to be instantaneous. He admits 
above the level of mere sensation no pleasure which may correctly be 
denoted as sensuous. The work of the senses is completed when their 
report has been delivered. (13, 86) Thus Allston accepts only as 
metaphorical references to the "delight of the eye" or the "charm of 
the ear." It is possible, he affirms, to see with the mind, rather 
than the eye; and it is obvious that DBJch of art "in its higher branches" 
is addressed especially to "mental vision." Were there no truth "beyond 
the reach of the senses," there would be little left of that which con-
stitutes man's highest pleasure. (82) 
Since Allston consistently insists on the wholeness of the person-
ality and of its functioning as an organic totality, it is not surpris-
ing that he does not designate a particular aesthetic faculty as the basis 
for the aesthetic experience. He states definitely that the response to 
art is not experienced in any isolated faculty of the mind. It is not, 
he affirms, located in the reflective faculties, though these are essen-
tial in the experience. (57) Neither is it located in the "moral fac-
ulties" for, he affirms, "we can predicate neither good nor evil by the 
Truth in question." (57) The reconciliation between the dual forces of 
the mind and the senses Allston postulates as the operation of the prin-
ciple of Harmony which operates through the imagination, the last high 
gift of the Creator, (13) and the assimilating and intuitive powers. 
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(36, 101, 132) There are works of art which are addressed to the level 
of the understanding; but every work of genius is, in Allston's estima-
tion, addressed to the imagination. (101) "Surely," he affirms, "there 
is that in man which the senses cannot reach, nor the plumb of the under-
standing sound." (100) Allston's "conscious I" exists as the sum of its 
constituent parts, and while it is conscious of that which composes it, 
that which is but a part has no .. ability to be conscious of the total or-
ganism. It is to this conscious self, to the totality of its faculties, 
that Allston finds the work of art to be addressed. Thus, for him, the 
hour of beauty is the "soul's hour," or the "timeless moment" in which the 
self realizes its own unique individual existence. Thus, he describes the 
experience which distinguishes man from the brute creation: 
What, for instance, can we suppose to be the effect of the purple 
haze of a summer sunset on the cows and sheep, or even on the 
more delicate inhabitants of the air? From what we know of their 
habits, we cannot suppose more than the mere physical enjoyment 
of its genial temperature. But how is it with the poet, whom we 
shall suppose an object in the same scene, stretched on the same 
bank with the ruminating cattle, and basking in the same light 
that flickers from the skimming birds. Does he feel nothing 
more than the genial warmth? Ask him, and he perhaps will say,--
"This is my soul 1 s hour, this purpled air the heart 1 s atmosphere, 
melting by its breath the sealed fountains of love, which the 
cold commonplace of the world had frozen. • • • This is but one 
of the thousand forms in which the human spirit is wont to effuse 
itself on the things without, making to the mind a new and fairer 
world,--even the shadowing of that which its immortal craving will 
sometimes dream of in the unknown future." (84) 
The perfection of art has been defined by Allston as the condition 
in which the "outward and inward are so united that we cannot separate 
5 them." The aesthetic experience appears to be, in his conception, the 
realization of such a unification, for he states: 
5 See Chapter Six. 
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We recognize the reality within; we recognize it also in the 
object,--and the affirming light flashes upon us, not in the 
form of deduction, but of inherent Truth, which we cannot get 
rid of; and we~ it Truth,--for it will take no other name, (86) 
The perception of truth is instantaneous, but the enjoyment of art 
is dependent upon a more extended experience, "It is by this suiiiDing 
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up," he explains, "as it were, by the memory, through recurrence, not that 
we perceive , , • but that we enjoy anything as a whole," (152) There is 
in this experience the temporal experience of rhythmic harmonies; there is 
also the return upon the self, To this experience it is impossible to do 
justice to Allston's thought if it is taken out of the expression in which 
he so eloquently presents it, He writes: 
If we have not observed it in others, some of us, perhaps, may re-
member it in ourselves, when we have stood before some fine picture, 
though with a sense of pleasure, yet for many minutes in a manner 
abstracted,--silently passing through all its harmonious transitions 
without the movement of a muscle, and hardly conscious of action, 
till we have suddenly found ourselves returning on our steps, Then 
it was,--as if we had no eyes till then,--that the magic Whole 
poured in upon us, and vouched for its truth in an outbreak of rap-
ture, (152) 
The response to art is for Allston not governed by rule, and "no 
diagram nor axiom has ever yet corrected an instinctive impression," (113) 
The finest forms which may be set before the observer are meaningless, he 
asserts, if their truth is not "felt," (137) But the "feeling" to which 
he refers is not a blind sentiment, acting blindly apart from the intel-
lect, for, he maintains, "in the mind alone is to be found the true or 
ultimate Rule,--if, indeed, that can be called a rule which changes its 
measure with every change of character," (138) The mind which delights 
in the expeeience of art is for Allston a mind marked by sensibility to 
harmony and love of excellence, (127) 
The Significance of the Experience of Art 
Equipped with only one set of senses, permitted only one short 
lifetime, the individual can realize only a few of the possible values 
stored in the world about him, Allston observes. But in the storehouse 
of art are found the realized values of the great seers of the past. 
Their works, Allston affirms, exist as extensions of the human faculties, 
which widen the experience of excellence and "expand our powers of ob-
servation, reflection, and performance." (163) 
The significance of the aesthetic experienc~ in Allston's estima-
tion, needs no further emphasis, for it is obvious that it is not only 
the source of the highest pleasure which it is possible for the individ-
ual to experience; but it constitutes, for Allston, the means.cof his 
self-realization, and the preservation and communication of the values 
which are so realized. (163) The concern of art is, even more signifi-
cantly, the development of the potentialities of society and the trans-
mission of the culture of the past to posterity. (110, 164) His con-
ception of the artist as "seer" (138) thus appears to constitute of the 
work of art a recorded vision made available, through the aesthetic ex-
perience, to all observers whose capacities are sufficiently developed 
to experience its values. (164) 
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CHAPTER EIGHT, THE ROLE OF ART 
From the discussion of the nature of art and the significance of 
the experience of art, it is apparent that Allston gives consideration 
to the place of art in society and in relation to the State, as well as 
to the individual. It is evident that he does not consider art to be a 
luxury or a desultory occupation of the dilettante, A brief summary of 
his ideas on the function of art indicates the relationships in which 
he established art as he thought of it in connection with the new nation. 
Art and the Individual 
Allston does not create a Utopian world where everyone enjoys on the 
same level the experience of art. He recognizes individual differences 
in inherited and cultivated capacities; he observes the effect on the in-
dividual of brutality and ignorance and conversely of education and cul-
ture. (48, 82) The universality which he requires for the expetience , 
of harmony through the realization of beauty, truth, and goodness, does 
not, he insists, imply equality in its potentiality or development in 
the individual, (15) He recognizes the superiority of "genius." (157) 
while admitting the possible degradation of humanity to the point where 
these values may scarcely exist for an individual. In this recognition 
of individual differences, (119) Allston does not however, establish any 
system of class or caste whereby the one class is free to enjoy the luxury 
1 
of art by means of the labor of another class. On the contrary, he con-
ceives of each individual as a "microcosm" organically related to other 
such "human worlds" in the universe. (32) 
In this framework, therefore, art exists for the individual, at what-
1 In this opinion Allston will be found to differ from Reynolds and 
Fuseli. 
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ever level he may be found, as a means for the development of his 
potential manhood. For Allston, the development of the mind, is tanta-
mount to the development of the self, and this development must be 
self-directive. (113, 114) Allston does not appear to suggest that 
all art exists at all times for all people. As he provides for the re-
cognition of varying levels of mental development, so he also provides 
for varying levels in works of art. There is for him a "high" art which 
is a philosophical and metaphorical form of art addressed to a highly 
devel9ped intellect and sensitive and vivid imagination. (95~101) At 
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the other extreme, there is a form of art which is close to a realistic 
representation of objectivity, pleasing by its obvious relation to ac-
tuality. (130) There are even certain objects which could not be clas-
sified as art, according to his definition, which may please because of 
their novelty or because of some charm of color. Because they provide 
variety and interest for the mind and prevent its stultification, Allston 
finds even such objects perfectly wholesome at times for even the most 
highly developed intellect. Art presents to the individual apprehensions · 
of truth on various levels and from various viewpoints, through the real-
ization of an Idea. (109) 
The number and quality of the ideas which it is possible for the in-
dividual mind to realize is measured, according to Allston, only by the 
widest possible conception of the universe; and indeed, it is not bounded 
even here, but may in the imagination contemplate that which is infinite 
and eternal. (56 ) There is, apparently, a very close connection in 
Allston's thought, between mental growth and creative living, so close, 
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in fact, that they appear to be synonymous. The world of art provides 
for the individual at whatever level of his development, a means for the 
extension of his faculties and thus for the total growth of his person-
ality. (109, 110} Since, in order to be appreciated, a work of art must 
receive sympathetic and imaginative contemplation, art does not develop 
in a precise chronological sequence, but every mind reaches for that in 
the art of the past with which it finds itself in sympathy, and the works 
of genius are conceived as crests of waves which are related one to an-
other above the intervening levels of development. ( 173) 
Art and Society 
Allston thought of the mind as an active power which acted upon its 
environment in the perception of it, in terms of individual predisposi-
tion or bias. Recognizing every ~rtist as an individual with a unique 
perception of his environment, he considered the world of art structured 
by the artists as a body of truth representing the history of human values 
or poetic truths. (109) Art exists in society as the embodiment of the 
truths which the members of the society may realize through the vision of 
its seers, the artists. (33-34} It not only bridges to the past, but it 
also extends the province of the mind, conducting from the world of the 
probable to the world of possibility. (95) 
Since society depends on the worth of the individual, and Allston 
has related art to the development of the individual, he provides for the 
arguments of the philistine add the puritan; and far from being an idle 
luxury or subversive influence, art is, for Allston, vitally integrated 
2 
with the welfare of society. (110) The experience of art provides for 
2 Flagg, p. 172. Allston refers to art as having a "purpose"--and 
that purpose, a distinct relation to man's nature and all that pertains 
to it. (109) 
the realization of the individual personality and makes possible one 
of the highest pleasures known to man; thus, the realization of the 
potentiality of society and its happiness is in its dependence upon 
its individual constituents, also vitally related to art. (109) The 
role of the artist in society becomes for Allston the role of the seer, 
and "one of no coDBllOn responsibility." (110) 
Art and the State 
Allston does not insist that art must exist for its own sake alone; 
but in the discussion of proposed paintings for public buildings, ex-
presses more than once the idea that art may serve to promote the ideals 
of the State and the general welfare of the people. In the State, as in 
society, it exists for him as a pervasive educative force of signifi-
cance.3 
The viewpoint from which he approached a work of art precluded his 
establishing rigid boundaries which would limit its universal enjoyment. 
While he himself was a loyal and patriotic American, he was quite capable 
of enjoying the art of many other countries and of other ages. He felt 
that the law of the Royal Academy which excluded artists living in a 
foreign country from membership a very narrow one and hoped it might be 
4 
expunged. "The art, 11 he maintained, "belongs to no country •" 
3 See Chapter One; also Flagg, p. 267. 
4 Ibid., PP• 172-173. 
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CHAPTER NINE. THE NATURE OF CRITICISM 
While Allston did not treat the criticism of art as a separate sub-
ject in his Lectures, it is apparent that it was a subject with which he 
was greatly concerned and on which he had deep convictions. He was par-
ticularly anxious to distinguish what he felt to be legitimate criticism 
from that which he considered spurious. It is possible that he conte~ 
plated a lecture on the subject, since there are several pages of notes 
among his manuscripts entitled "False Connoisseurs." 
The following analysis of Allston's ideas on criticism is related 
to the types of criticism suggested by T. M. Greene. This critic sug-
gests the concern of historical criticism with style, of re-creative 
criticism with the unique artistic individuality, and of judicial criti-
cism with artistic value. (369) 
Historical Criticism 
"It is a poor ambition," warns Allston, "to desire the office of a 
judge merely for the sake of passing sentence." And such an ambition 
would not be found in a person of true sensibility, he maintains. The 
approach to art should not be by means of a "conventional theory" which 
tends to suppress feeling and substitute for it the "barren knowledge of 
faults." (79) A work of art may be praised or condemned from various 
motives, but the "only sure guide" in Allston's opinion for the critic 
is his feeling which is called forth "to spontaneous correspondence with 
the object before him." (79) 
While insisting that the basis of all sincere criticism is sensi-
bility, or "the power or capacity of receiving impressions," (82) Allston 
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provides the critic with the basis for an intelligent approach to art 
in his archetypes or ,modes of paintings. First in order, he estab-
lishes the division of paintings which he terms the "Natural," or that 
which has all its prototypes in the "Actual." (87) This type of art is 
achieved by "invention'," the combination of parts into a "whole," for 
which "nature has provided no original." (88) There is in this divi-
sion of painting no "deviation from already existing and known forms," 
but the painting as a whole is such as "would be true" if the same com-
bination did occur in nature. This type of painting is found in all 
schools, Allston points out, and in every gallery. As examples, he sug-
gests the histories of Raphael, the landscapes of Poussin and the genre 
paintings of Jan Steen, Ostade, and Brower. Allston sees no reason for 
considering that it is a reflection on any artist to so classify his 
works, even though there may exist the widest possible chasm between 
the quality of some of the "lower" Dutch or Flemish paintings and that 
of the highly intellectual Italian masters. Ostade and Raphael, for ex• 
ample, both paint in the realm of "actual nature," the one in the realm 
of the purely physical and the other in the realm of the moral and in-
tellectual. (92·93) Both have combined forms already known, working 
in the area of the "probable." 
The next division of painting which Allston establishes, is that 
of the "Ideal," or the type of painting which uses the known but frag-
mentary to create an unknown form, or, "in other words, to embody the 
possible, having its sphere of action in the world of Ideas," (93) the 
"possible" and the "ideal" being for Allston interchangeable expres-
llS 
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sions as they are used in this connection. (95) This form of art is 
dependent upon the existence and operation of what Allston terms "poetic 
truth" or the individualizing power of the mind, and upon the paramount 
index to the highest art--"Invention." (83) As examples of this divi-
sion of art, Allston suggests the characters of Milton and Shakespeare,the 
Farnese Hercules, and the Apollo Belvedere. (99-100) 
With this broad division of art into the purely imaginative and the 
representative, it is possible for the critic to further subdivide the 
work into periods and styles. Allston suggests that the artist-critic 
ought to receive a broad general education and in his study of history 
and literature he would have laid a foundation for an intensive study 
of the work of the great masters of the past. In his reference to the 
misinterpretation by Winckelmann of Michelangelo's Belta and Bellezza, 
he suggests the significance of an understanding of the artist's inten-
tion. (65) 
Allston notes that a "mere antiquarian respect for whatever is 
ancient" has preserved many works from the past which cannot be consider-
ed of value as works of art, and to the discretion of the artist-critic 
he leaves the separating of the "factitious from the true, a task of some 
moment." (137) 
Re-Creative Criticism 
The critic who responds sensitively to the work of art, who feels 
its life, recapitulates, in a sense, the work of the artist, and this 
Allston appears to suggest when he endeavors to point out the "common 
ground of invention to be found in Ostade and Raphael, for he writes: 
"Let us look into the picture and follow Ostade's mind, as it leaves 
its impress on the several objects." (89) At the conclusion of his 
discussion of a painting by Raphael, he cODDilents: "This is Invention; 
we have not moved a step through the picture but at the will of the 
Artist. He invented the chain which we have followed, link by link, 
through every emotion, assimilating many into one." (92) 
The quality which Allston points out in both pictures is the "truth" 
of the artist's individual mind "superadded to that of nature, nay, 
clothed upon besides by his imagination, imbuing it with all the poetic 
hues which • • • only a poet can mingle and make visible in one pervad-
ing atmosphere." (93) It is to this quality which the mind of the crit-
ic responds through his imagination and the "feeling which the 
schools have scouted." Every failure on the part of the artist to 
identify himself with his work, or any evidence in his work of any 
ulterior motive weakens the form on which the life of the work of 
art depends, and thus lessens the impression it gives of truth. (116) 
The work of art must, for Allston, support the experience of the per-
cipient. It is the function of the re-creative critic to make evident 
the form on which the esthetic experience depends and to remove the 
prejudices which might interfere with this experience. It is this 
particular form of criticism which Allston appears to have used in 
his own practice, and examples of which appear in Chapter Sixteen. 
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Judicial Criticism 
The "poetic truth" which provides the experience for the re-creative 
critic must also serve, in Allston's opinion, as the criterion for 
judicial criticism. It is ·.not the truth of the objects represented 
which is acknowledged, he maintains, but rather "the truth of the 
artist's own individual mind superadded to that of nature." (105) This 
is the quality in the work of art, according to Allston, which elicits 
the response of the observer. It is, therefore, in his opinion, on 
this basis that it must be adjudged "true." (87) ''We have no other 
rule," insists Allston, "and well may the artists of every age and 
country thank the great Lawgiver that there .i:!_ !!2. other." (93) Allston 
does not establish in this criterion a nebulous unidentifiable quality 
as the basis of judgment, but rather, the apparent qualities in the 
work of art must be considered as they reveal the identificatkon of the 
artist with his work, and the obvious imprint upon physical materials of 
the human mind. A work of art exists as art, in Allston's estimation, 
only to the extent that it presents a likeness with a difference. (128) 
As his thought has been pointed out in Chapter Six, it is in the form 
which the work of art receives through the vision and invention of the 
artist that it must live, and it is, therefore, upon its formal qualities 
that it must be judged as a work of art. (13~) 
Art which is so close to the reality of nature that it deceives 
the eye may appear to the observer as merely a "fragment" because it 
fails to present the "difference" which is required of art. (80) This 
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art does not exist, for Allston, in the same sense as on the level of 
"poetic truth." The art which is related only to the actuality of 
nature does not constitute a part of his ''human world" of art as con-
stituted by "poetic vision." (109) 
Not only must the work of excellence present a poetic vision of 
nature, but its author must also be gifted with the ability to give 
adequate, coherent form to his vision. Thus, Allston judges the work 
on the basis of "invention," or the originality and constructive 
ability of the artist. (87) As noted in his discussion of the form of 
a work of art (Chapter Six) he establishes certain contributing elements 
in adequacy of form. Finally, and most significantly, he requires of 
the work of art a unity which is not the mere unity of variety but 
which presents an organic wholeness so that its parts consist in 
relation. to one another and in relation to the whole. Where this 
wholeness is achieved so that the logical structure of the mind is 
impressed upon the materials of art so that "the outward and the inward 
are so united that we cannot separate them, there shall we find the 
perfection of art."(83) 
In addition to general bases for criticism, Allston suggests, as 
has been noted archetypical divisions in art. Of these, the Ideal is for 
him the highest possible expression of the human personality, and is 
therefore to be regarded on a scale of greatness apart from the scale 
of formal values. While he could classify Ostade and Raphael in the 
same category as working in the realm of the "Probable," he would 
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distinguish as of a higher art the productions of Michelangelo and 
Shakespeare, in the realm of the Ideal, (95) for the imaginative 
re-creative response to work of this character reveals to the 
observer not that which is actual or probable merely but that which is 
possible, and thus it provides for the extension of the "self" in 
the realization of values which transcend his past or immediate 
experience. 
In Allston's opinion, it is impossible to establish by rule or 
canon a basis for judging the quality of individuality or originality 
or of estimating its impress upon the work of art. Thus judgment, he 
maintains, must be based upon an intuitive response to the object of 
art. He thus counsels: 
Let no one therefore, distrust it, to counsel of his head 
when he finds himself standing before a work of Art. Does he 
feel its truth? is the only question--if, indeed, the impertinence 
of the understanding should propound one; which we think it will 
not, where the feeling is powerful, To such a one, the characteri-
stic of Art upon which we are now discoursing will force its way 
with the power of light; nor will he ever be in danger of mistaking 
a mechanical copy for a living imitation. (80) 
Just as there are levels of art, so there are, for Allston levels 
of critics. "A competent judge," he affirms, "is one who has developed 
by natural exercise that "internal sense by which the spirit of life 
is discerned." (163) The critic should bring to the J.udgment of art an 
attitude of "true benevolence." If such a restraint is not exercised 
upon the natural P;t'Opensities, the critic, Allston suggests, "insensibly 
becomes a competitor," and his decision is rarely impartial. "in other 
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words," Allston observes: 
No one can see anything as it really is through the misty 
spectacles of self-love. We must wish well to another in 
order to do him justice. For the virtue in this good-will 
is not to blind us to his faults, but to our own rival and 
interposing merits. 
To the extent that the critic overrates his own opinion, Allston claims, 
he will underrate the work of others, "for injustice allowed at home 
is not likely to be cor~ected abroad." (11-12) "False critics, 
Allston observes, approach the work of art armed with a theory, 
whether traditional or worked out by themselves and "dignified" with 
the name of philosophy. They criticize with a view of achieving personal 
distinction, and every work is thus approached from the standpoint of 
its being either a "patron or an enemy." (79) Following in the wake 
of this class of critics are the masses of people who are easily over-
awed by authority, who subscribe to the "confident dicta of these 
self-created arbiters." 1 Confronted with this type of judgment, "woe 
to the poor artist who shall have had the hardihood to think for him-
self," adds Allston. 
A reciprocity in the relationship between the critic and the 
work of art is indicated in Allston's concept of organiam, and he 
comments: "To the truism that we can only judge of other minds by a 
knowledge of our own, we may add its converse as especially true." (155) 
The effect of any work of art is always "in proportion to the 
congeniality between the agent and the recipient." If it should appear 
1 Allston, Monaldi, p. 24. 
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to anyone to be "a thing of no meaning," it is not therefore con-
elusive "that the Artist has failed." Allston has confidence that 
excellence will eventually meet its response, though misunderstood 
and misjudged, for he finds fame to be the shadow of excellence, from 
which it can never be separated. It is, however, made visible only 
in an intellect ''kindred with that of its author." (Monaldi, 32) 
Especially, does he find this truth applicable to the work of genius 
on which he comments: 
It is that light which projects the shadow which is seen of the 
multitude, to be wondered at and reverenced, even while so little 
comprehended as to be often confounded with the substance,--the 
substance being admitted from the shadow, as a matter of faith. 
It is the economy of Providence to provide such lights: like rising 
and setting stars, they follow each other through successive ages: 
and thus the monumental form of Genius stands forever relieved 
against its own imperishable shadow. (172-173) 
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CHAPTER TEN. THE EDUCAXION OF THE ARTIST AND THE CRITIC 
From the memoranda which he left, it appears that Allston intended 
to develop a lecture on the education of the artist. He refers to this 
subject as one "of no minor importance," but on which in "lecture on art" 
he would "add but a few words." (109) In this connection, however, he 
explained his understanding of the educative process and its implications. 
Education, for Allston, involved "not only the growth and expansion of 
1 the intellect, but a corresponding development of the moral being." 
Since Allston includes in the concept of the "moral being" the affections 
of the individual as they relate to God and man, (118) his theory of edu• 
cation is concerned, as might be expected,with the total person and not 
with the intellect alone. Greenough said of Allston that he taught him 
2 how to "feel" as well as to discriminate; and emotional development is, 
in Allston's estimation, of importance to the artist and critic, who must 
create and must judge by the law of feeling. 3 
Allston appears never to have changed his opinion that the mind which 
4 is capable of conceiving a work of art is capable of judging it, and he 
does not think of the artist as one who works from impulse in ignorance 
as distinguished from the critic who approaches the work of art with eru-
dition and intelligence. His friend, Sir George Beaumont, was a painter 
1 See Chapter Four. 
2 See Chapter Three. 
,3 See Chapter Nine. 
4 See Chapter One. 
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as well as a connoisseur, and his friend Coleridge was a critic as well 
as a poet. He does not appear to have thought of himself as acting in 
a capacity other than that of his profession when he gave advice to the 
President on Greenough's sculpture or gave his opinions on attributions 
of paintings. Thus, his ideas on the education of the artist may be ap-
plicable to the education of the critic, and this education, in Allston's 
opinion, is not a "moderate, incidental cultivation." "The calling of an 
artist," is for him, "one of no common responsibility," and the education 
he suggests is designed to give an adequate preparation for this responsi-
bility. (109) 
g,aeral Education 
While Allston insists that the education of genius must be self-di-
rective, he feels that "no species of knowledge can ever be oppressive to 
real genius." (136) Toward the total development of the artist-critic, 
the significant contribution of a good general education should not be 
minimized, for he feels that every aid should be sought "which may in any 
way contribute to the due development of the mental powers." For this, 
he observes, "no one will doubt the efficiency of a good general educa-
tion." (136) 
To form a great artist, in Allston's concept of the role, "every 
faculty of the mind to which the Art may address itself, should be brought 
into action, and daily exercised to their ultimate culture, ending in the 
entire development of the intuitive powers.5 
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5 MS. "S" - Massachusetts Historical Society. See also Ms. "R" in which 
Allston cODDDents: "A great artist may not be a speaker, but he must be a 
thinker, and in no narrow field, for his subject is man: man in all his 
moods and modes and relations." 
The kind of general education which Allston suggests is of a type which 
would develop not only the memory or the perceptive power, but every 
faculty of the mind, for it is the effort of the whole mind which he re-
quires of the artist, commenting: "No artist ever did or ever will pro-
duce a work that will live with posterity without the united effort of 
his whole mind ."6 
The Criticism of Art 
Allston enrolled in the Royal Academy on his arrival in London, but 
his subsequent education was based on the careful study and criticism of 
art in the European galleries. He did not accept the possibility that an 
artist might be "self-taught," but insisted rather, that every artist was 
taught by some other artist, either a contemporary or one of the past. 
(157-159; 164) He compared the dead in art to the "hardy pioneers of our 
own country" who have cleared "the swamps and forests" that would have ob-
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structed progress and opened • • • lands which the efforts of no individual 
however persevering would enable him to reach." (164) 7 The student, in 
Allston's opinion, should consider the works of his predecessors as an "ex-
tension of Nature." (163) From the great works of art of the past a wider 
and higher view of Nature is possible than if these works had "been buried 
with their authors," for "with the finest forms of the fairest portion of 
the earth," he asserts are preserved "the realized Ideas of some of the 
6 Ibid., 
7 Allston observes in this connection that the varieties "of form and 
effect" in Nature are in their very nature transient and rare, and known 
to occur only to those who "are prepared to seize them in their rapid 
transit.11 
greatest minds." (137) Allston also refers to the art of the past as 
the "accumulated experience of ages" which by slow degrees has opened 
8 
"under the patient inspection of a thousand successive eyes." 
It is extremely important that the models which the young artist 
selects for study be the best, for the misplacing of his admiration may 
result in his having to unlearn much that is false, which is of course 
9 
more difficult than to learn from the first that which is true. From 
the artists of the past the young artist may learn how and what to see 
in nature--"a thousand things that otherwise might elude him." (137) 
The study of the masters should be critical and the student should 
search for the principles involved. Never should he feel that it is 
sufficient merely to admire these works. Allston finds that many stu-
dents end where they began because they have merely stored their minds 
with vague admiration for great masterpieces instead of striving, as 
they should, to understand the principles involved. That is, for him, 
a critical point "on which the fate of every artist may be said to turn." 
The faculty of the mind which responds to truth is highly developed in 
the artist, and the degree to which it is developed, according to Allston, 
distinguishes the man of taste. But there is a danger in relying on this 
power unsupported by the other faculties of the mind. Enthusiasm alone, 
he maintains, is insufficient. The study which Allston requires is criti-
8 See memorandum for "Essay on Artist 1 s Education," Massachusetts 
Historical Society. 
9 ~· See also Flagg, PP• 204-205. 
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cal and requires analysis similar to that of the scientist, as he points 
out in an illustrative comparison, affirming: "We may witness the re-
sult of a chemical combination and feel surprised or delighted; and still 
know nothing of chemistry."10 
As the chemist must analyze, Allston insists, so the student must 
learn to examine critically the work of art, observing the shapes, "how 
they recall and balance each other" by "what lines, whether of light, 
shadow, or color the eye travels through the picture." 11 
The purpose of the intensive study of works of art is in Allston's 
theory of education, a means of opening the eyes of the students to 
truths of nature which otherwise he might never observe, and which, he 
would not be able to discover in one life time with one set of senses. 
But the criticism of art is for him not intended to supplant the observe-
tion of nature, for •to Nature," he asserts, "we must all at last recur, 
as to the only true and permanent foundation of real excellence." (157) 
Works of art should be examined in connection with the study of nature 
for •there is but one model which will not lead him astray,--which is 
Nature." (137) In the study of nature he does not refer merely to that 
"which is obvious to the senses, but whatever is so acknowledged by the 
mind." (137) Allston includes in his idea of nature, not only the land-
scape, but man and all that pertains to him. The "Rule" of the artist 
must be supplied, not by the "expedient fictions" of "Rules," but by his 
mind. 
10 
11 
And "without an intimate acquaintance with Nature, in all its 
Ml'l. "Q" - Massachusetts Historical Society. 
Flagg, P• 205. 
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varieties of the moral, intellectual, and physical, the highest powers 
are wanting in their necessary condition of action, and are therefore 
incapable of supplying the Rule. (142) 
The Technical Training of the Artist 
Technical skill and the development of the intellect are harmonious-
ly developed in Allston's system of education, for he appears always to 
be concerned with the total development of the total personality. He 
does not minimize the importance of technique, but rather, he insists up-
on its importance, commenting: "By increasing the power of performance, 
we mean enlarging our knowledge of the technical process, or the medium 
through which thought is expressed, a most important species of knowledge." 
(163) 
For the artist, it is fundamentally important that he learn to draw. 
No reputation can survive an artist's lifetime, he maintains, if he lacks 
the ability to draw. Even Sir Joshua would have been ten times greater 
12 had he known how to draw. This ability should be acquired while the 
student is young, for if he fails to learn then, he never will. Without 
this "art of design" he can never express himself, even though he may 
have every other gift of nature. The ability to draw is not, in Allston's 
opinion, limited to a few gifted individuals, but he is of the opinion 
that everyone may acquire at least a limited degree of facility. To draw 
with "grace and beauty" is another matter, however, and requires genius. 
"But no one can know if he has this genius until he has first fagged to 
acquire accuracy.11 
12 Ibid., P• 207. 
Outline drawing is recommended as preferable to shaded drawings, 
for these, Allston considered to be paintings executed with the worst 
possible media for painting. He recommends that the student copy the 
13 drawings of Flaxman as exercises, and refers him to the Liber Studorium 
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of Turner for landscapes. Raphael's drawings are recommended above Michel-
angelo's for the student as being "truer to nature," and more suitable "to 
14 form a school of drawing." The student should not slavishly copy the 
work of another artist for that would bring the student's mind into bond-
15 
age to that of another. It is imporeant that the student seek for ex-
cellencies in all the schools and that he does not limit his study to a 
16 
single artist of any school. If the student begins his studies with 
the great masters he will find his powers strengthened in the attempt to 
attain to that which exceeds his ability, learning what he cannot do as 
well as what he is capable of achieving. "If many men fail from attempt-
ing too much," Allston suggests, "there are also some who owe their want 
17 
of success to having attempted too little." 
Allston describes and demonstrates various technical procedures in 
painting not with the thought of dictating a hard and fast rule, but e~ 
phasizing in this presentation that the student must realize his own in-
13 Flagg, 252-253. PP• 
14 Ibid., 197-198. PP• 
15 Ibid., 206. P• 
16 Ibid., P• 205. 
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dividuality in his procedures. "It is only ••• by their acting out 
themselves that men of genius originate new modes of excellence and 
18 
widen the sphere of intellect," he maintains. 
While inventiveness is encouraged, the student should receive, 
Allston believes, sound training in the qualities of the materials of 
19 the artist, and with an understanding of effective technical procedures. 
Provided with such knowledge, he ought never to permit his head to inter-
fere with the action of his hand, but to allow it to find its own colors 
20 
and its own way. 
The daily exercise of all the faculties leads to the development of 
the intuitive power, never fully unveiled. "But," he asks, "who shall 
impugn the reality, when by mere words or colours, or breathless stone, 
21 
a life answering to our life is embodied?" 
18 Flagg, P• 217. 
19 Ibid., PP• 196-200. 
20 Allston 
artist will be 
this practice. 
which will not 
21 MS. "S". 
comments in the 11color 1 book" among his Papers that the 
surprised at the strong colors he will use if he follows 
If he stops to think he will choose colors too weak, 
shew up at a distance. 
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PART THREE 
INFLUENCES ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF ALLSTON 1 S THEORY 
-
132 
CHAPTER ELEVEN. GENERAL AND LITERARY INFLUENCES ON ALLSTON 'S THOUGHT 
Since Allston apparently left no journals or records of his 
reading,. it would be difficult to trace the possible influences on 
the development of his theories. Living as he did, during the 
American Revolution and the years immediately following, when the 
ideals of the new nation were extremely important to patriotic 
Americans, and also when Romantic ideas were infiltrating European 
thought, there are certain general influences to which his theory 
may be related. There are also some definitely known literary influences, 
and personal contacts which must have affected his thinking. But there 
are undoubtedly many other unknown sources from which he may have 
drawn, for he read not only English but also French and Italian, Greek and 
Latin, and studied not only the practice but also the theory of art in 
the capitals of Europe, where libraries were available to him. Here 
he also enjoyed the personal exchange of ideas with other artists 
and writers of his time. 
Influence of Reading at Harvard 
While at Harvard, Allston is known to have spent much of his 
time in reading. While he enjoyed novels and poetry, it may be safely 
assumed that he was also familiar with such writers as Richard Price. 
Twenty-one years after Allston's graduation, Emerson noted in his 
1 
Journals that he was reading Price in March of 1821. And students 
1 Emerson, p. 8. 
preceding Allston had read Price, as is evident from a statement by 
Dr. Channing, who comments on the fact that Price had saved him from 
Locke's philosophy and given him the doctrine of ideas. Price, he 
said, had moulded his philosophy into the form it had since retained 
and he had found the thought of more recent German writers "cognate" 
to his own, rather than as contributing factors. 2 
One idea which Price stressed and which must have appealed to 
the patriotic young Allston, was the idea that the human personality 
is a process of self-development. It was Price's conviction that 
the new nation, as a liberal democracy, would provide the best possible 
3 
environment for this growth. It is altogether possible that the notion 
of the transcendental relationship of the mental and physical natures 
of man was clearly established in Allston's thinking, as it was in 
Channing's,. through his reading of Price, and before his contact 
with Coleridge or other European transcendentalists. 
In the development of the personality, Price considered the 
senses to be merely avenues to the soul, and the body only a machine 
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"fitted up for the soul," which might be compared to a musical instrument. 
It would be absurd, he affirmed, to consider that the skill of the musician 
depended upon the instrument.4 Allston's idea is not, apparently, at 
all different from that of Price. 
2 Harold Clarke Goddard, Studies in ~ England Transcendentalism 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1908~ pp. 46, 107. 
3 Richard Price, Observations .!!!t the Importance of the American 
Revolution (Dublin: Privately printed, 1785), pp. 34-50 • 
4 ~·· p. 7. 
• 
Price felt that there must be a faculty superior to the senses 
which could judge between the senses and move from the "particular 
forms" to "universal and abstract ideas. 113 "Sense," he affirmed, 
"sees only the outside of things, reason acquaints itself with their 
authors." "Sensation is only a mode of feeling in the mind; but 
6 knowledge implies an active and vital energy of the "lind." "Sense 
and underSIJI:ndi.ng are totally different faculties of the soul, the 
one being passive, the other discerning. 117 Allston is in agreement 
with Price thus far, but on the imagination there is a sharp 
disagreement. Price held that the conceptions of the imagination 
were "rude and gross" apparently allied to the "eye of sense" and 
lacking the "certainty, accuracy, universality, and clearness" of 
8 intellectual discernment. Allston, on the other hand, considers 
the imagination as the last high gift to man. 9 
There is a similarity between the conception of ideas in the 
thought of the two men, Price dividing ideas into two types: those 
which imply nothing real without the mind (apparently similar to 
Allston's secondary ideas) and those which denote something distinct 
5 
.!M!!_. ' 19 . p. 
6 Ibid., 20. p. 
7 Ibid., 21. p. 
8 
Ibid., p. 23. 
9 Allston, 13. p. 
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from sensation and implying real and independent existence and truth, 
as in Allston's primary ideas. Price insisted on the necessity of 
objectivity for perception, and on the adaptation, one to another, 
10 
of particular objects and the human faculties. This relationship 
between the potential idea and the mind and its objective realization 
Allston developed further. From Price, Allston may have derived 
his notion of the inclination of the mind to seek for truth, and 
11 
the pleasure which is associated with its realization. 
It is perhaps surprising, also, to find that Price's idea of 
intuition and that of Allston are similar. The English writer 
suggested that it was on the power of intuition that "the whole 
possibility of all reasoning is founded." He a £finned that "to it 
the last appeal is ever made. 1112 
Virtue was the paramount value for Price, who urged his readers 
to remember "that this alone is honour, glory, wealth, and happiness." 
"Secure this," he maintained, "and you secure every thing. Lose this, 
and all is lost." The purpose of all education was, therefore, for 
Price, to provide the soul with knowledge leading to virtue. He 
thus explained his idea: 
10 
Price, p. 58. 
11 
Ibid., p. 73. 
12 
.llill. ' 98. p. 
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The end of education is to direct the powers of the mind 
in unfolding themselves and to assist them in gaining their 
just bent and force. And, in order to this, its business 
should be to teach how to think, rather than what to think; 
or to lead into the best way of searching for truth, rather 
than to instruct in truth itself.l3 
Though Price possibly provided a refutation of the notion of 
flux and subjectivity, and a basis for ideas of objectivity, it 
remained for Allston to develop a theory of art which would be 
correlated with the notion of self-determination, having for its 
ultimate end the acquisition of virtue and the achievement of happiness 
for the individual and for society. 
Eighteenth Century English Criticism 
Upon Allston's graduation from Harvard, he was honored by the 
award of the Hopkins prize, his gift consisting of Young's Works and 
14 Gerard's Essay~ Taste. These books as a part of his personal 
library, subject to frequent perusal, might very probably have had 
a definite effect upon his theories. 
Gerard.' s essay divides into four parts: the first treating the 
simple principles of taste; the second, the formation of taste; the 
third, the province and importance of taste; and the fourth; the 
15 
standard of taste. The principles of taste are said to reside in a 
13 
14 
15 
Ibid., p. 50. 
Harvard College Faculty Records, Vol. VI. p. 114. 
Alexander Gerard, Essay .QD. Taste (Edinburgh: Printed for 
J. Bell & w. Creech; and T. Cadell, Ltd., 1780). 
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taste for "novelty, grandeur and sublimity, beauty, imitation, 
harmony, ridicule and virtue." Novelty, Gerard considers essential 
to the action of the mind, freeing it from satiety and languor and 
i . . . 1 h. h ''p . . . 1116 g v1ng 1t an 1mpu se w 1c uts 1t 1n mot1on. The concept of the 
mind as active, is, of course, similar to Allston's and Allston requires 
with Gerard diversity in order to prevent mental stultification. 
On the idea of sublimity, Allston could not have been indebted 
to Gerard, who defines the sublime as tl:tat which possesses "quantity, 
or amplitude, and simplicity in conjunction. "17 The sublime may be 
experienced in terror, according to Gerard, which occupies the whole 
soul and suspends its motions. Allston, however, holds that no 
18 
aesthetic emotion is possible to one overpowered by fear. Gerard 
admits many diverse objects as sublime, whereas Allston affirms that 
the idea of the sublime has only one origin: "the ever-present 
Idea of the mighty Author of all these mysteries." Both Allston 
and Gerard agree, however, that objects not in themselves sublime 
19 
may by association suggest the idea of sublimity. 
For the experience of beauty, Gerard requires uniformity, 
20 
variety, and proportion. He finds another cause of pleasure in 
16 ~ .. p. 97. 
17 Ibid., 11. p. 
18 Allston, p. 57. 
19 Gerard, pp. 19-21; Allston, pp. 53-62. 
20 Gerard, p. 29; Allston, pp. 146-149; Chapter Seven. 
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beauty from the idea of the mind which conceived the plan for 
uniformity, variety, and proportion, and finds the qualities which 
induce the experience of beauty to be those which produce "a soft 
and tender sensation," as distinguished from "the more elevated 
emotions of the soul." Allston makes a clearer distinction between 
the beautiful and the sublime and develops the levels between beauty 
21 
and sublimity. 
As to the nature of art, it appears to be for Gerard a matter 
of imitation, giving pleasure both for the skill of the artist who 
makes an excellent copy of the original, and for the beauty of the 
original which is found in the imitation. The "ancient Greeks" or 
the ''modern Italian masters" were in Gerard's estimation much to be 
preferred to the Flemish in that the Flemish did 
choice of "such beauties of nature as deserve to 
not make a judicious 
22 be imitated." 
On this point Allston is in complete disagreement with Gerard, for 
he freely admits all schools of painting as deserving of recognition, 
and does not establish a h·ierarchy of subjects which would limit the 
23 
artist's expression. A more basic distinction between the two 
theories is, of course, Allston's rejection of mere imitation or 
24 
"dead copy" as the basis of art. 
21 Gerard, 36-37. See also Chapter Seven. pp. 
22 Gerard, 49-50; Allston, pp. 146-147. pp. 
23 Allston, P· 138. See Chapter Five. 
24 
Allston, pp. 80, 163. 
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Gerard 1 s idea of the critic is that of a "philosophical genius," 
possessed of taste which assists him in arriving at general ideas in 
art. He points to errors in the criticism, of his time, affirming 
that the accidental usage of one artist of rank has often been made a 
rule by critics who failed to derive their guiding principles from 
nature. "Genuine criticism," Gerard maintained, "is evidently very 
different; and is justly esteemed a faithful transcript of nature. "25 
The model of perfection is formed, however, by selecting from many 
beautiful models the parts in each which are most perfect, until the 
idea of perfection is finally formed in the mind. 26 
Allston similarly criticizes "false connoisseurs" who depend on 
rules rather than nature, and he encourages the student to study the 
best in art and to select as his models those masters whose excellence 
is unquestioned. 27 There is for Allston, however, only one model 
which will not lead the student "astray," and that is Nature. As to 
the nature of excellence in art or criticism, Allston does not 
agree with Gerard who finds it to be a ''middle between two extremes." 
28 Excellence, for Allston, is an ultimate degree. 
There are other ideas in Gerard with which Allston does not 
agree, but the similarities noted indicate the possible influences of 
25 
26 
27 
28 
Gerard, p. 48. 
Ibid., pp. 280-281. 
Allston, p. 138. 
Gerard, p. 122; Allston, p. 137. 
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the English theorist on the thought of Allston. 
The companion volume presented to Allston upon his graduation 
was not concerned primarily with art, but it is possible that Allston 
derived 
art to 
cealed 
to the 
from it some of his general ideas as to the relationship 
life. 29 Young believes that the love of praise, "however 
by art, 
nature 
reigns, more or less, and glows in every heart.•• 
of fame, he continues: 
Fame is a bubble, the reserv'd enjoy 
Who strive to grasp it, as they touch, destroy, 
'Tis the world's debt to deeds of high degr~B; 
But if you pay yourself, the world is free. 
of 
con-
As 
The idea of fame as the reward of excellence appears frequently 
in Allston's writings, and his opinion appears to be similar to that 
of Young. Allston believes that a man of genius should not aim at 
praise, except in the form of "sympathy," commenting, "Fame follows 
in the track of genius as an accident." "He who accepts praise," 
he further asserts, "accepts the pay of a mechanic for his time, not 
for his art," Allston's primary concern is always for excellence 
rather than fame.31 Young enunciate~ the principle that it is from 
the "end and design of works of genius that their peculiar rules must 
be deduced." He recognize& the relation between form and function and 
.aff;irms that such "fitness implies "art and skill in the cause." 
29 Edward Young, The Works of !!Y• ~· Edward Young (Charleston, 
1811), PP• 7, 104. 
30 Ibid., P• 290. 
31 ~·• pp. 73; 103-104; Allston, P• 172. 
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• 
Young explains hisODtiou of the idea as a correspondence in the 
material universe of "the previous ideas" in the divine Mind, making 
legible to man the invisible pattern. Allston finds a similar 
32 
relation to exist between his "primary ideas" and their archetypes. 
Allston appears to have been familiar with the theories of 
Hogarth for he quotes him as familiarly as though he were a personal 
33 
acquaintance, and there are aspects of theory upon which he concurs 
with Hogarth. Both Hogarth and Allston stress the importance of 
nature study over the blind following of rules. Hogarth feels that 
minds continually encumbered with remembering '~istories, names and 
characters of the masters," and "little circumstances belonging to 
the mechanical part of the art," have little time left to perfect in 
their minds the. ideas of the objects themselves in nature, and come 
finally to totally disregard the works of nature which they find not 
34 
to "tally" with the prepossessions of their minds. 
While Allston stressed the importance of the study of the old 
masters, he also insisted on the importance of direct study of nature, 
32 
Allston, pp. 3-7. 
33 Flagg, pp. 219-220. Allston wrote: "Hogarth used to complain 
bitterly of the engravers whom he occasionally employed to assist him, 
some of them his superiors too, in the mechanical part, though not 
to be named with him in mind. ''Hang your beautiful lines, 1 he would 
say; 1 give me character if you do it with a hobnail. 1 " 
34 
Joseph Burke, ed. William Hogarth, Analysis of Beauty. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1955), pp. 23-24. 
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CODDDenting: 
If it be asked then, what is the advantage of such study, we 
shall endeavor to show, that it is not merely, as some have 
suggested, in enriching the mind with materials, but rather in 
142 
widening our view of excellence, and by consequent excitement, 35 expanding our own powers of observation, reflection, and performance. 
In the consideration of eighteenth century English criticism, the 
importance of Edmund Burke could not be overlooked, but to compare 
Allston with Burke is rather to point out contrasts, for Allston's 
ideas of beauty and sublimity are not all similar. Burke, starting from 
the idea of Longinus, makes the degree of violence a measure for the 
value of emotion. Like Gerard, Burke associates the sublime with the 
terrible and finds it to be "founded on pain," while beauty is 
36 
"founded on pleasure." 
Allston would agree that the sense of the sublime is the highest 
emotion possible to man, and he would admit the sense of danger as 
possibly enhancing the sense of the sublime, but he does not require 
it. He does not find pain or terror necessary for the experience 
of the sublime, as has been noted, but distinguishes this experience 
from other ideas by the fact that it exists "ab extra" to the mind, 
associated with the idea of the Infinite, with its center outside of 
37 
man. As cODDDon labor, a mode of pain, exercises the grosser faculties 
of man, according to Burke, a mode of terror is the exercise of his 
finer faculties. If the pain acts upon the eye or ear and if the 
35 
36 
1909), 
37 
Ibid., p. 163 
Edmund Burke, On the Sublime (New York: P. F. Collier & Son, 
p. 106. 
Allston, p. 56 
the pain and terror are so modified that they are not "actually 
noxious," they may clear "the parts" of a"dangerous and troublesome 
encumbrance," thus producing a delight--''not pleasure, but a sort of 
delightful horror, a sort of tranquility tinged with terror," The 
object of this emotion is the sublime.38 Whereas beautiful objects 
}9 
may be small, Burke affirms, sublime objects require magnitude. 
While beauty should be smooth and polished, the grand is, for Burke, 
rugged and rough. 40 
In Burke's estimation, astonishment is a higher level of 
experience, apparently, than reverence; whereas Allston gives to this 
experience the pew-eminent position in his circle of experience. The 
very apparent disagreement between the basis of their ideas which 
tinges every aspect of the development of the details indicates that 
Allston drew very little if anything from Burke, although he does have 
affinities with Hogarth whom Burke in many instances recapitulates. 
A much more significant influence will be found in the writings of 
143 
Sir Joshua Reynolds, to whom Allston frankly acknowledged his indebtedn~. 
38 Burke, p. 106; Allston, pp. 38-39. 
39 Burke, p. ll4. Burke comments: "Its highest degree I call 
astonishment, the subordinate degrees are awe, reverence, and respect. 
A mode of terror or pain is always the cause of the sublime." 
40 
Ibid,, p. 106. 
Climates of Ideas and Personal Contacts 
While Allston was at school in Newport, he became closely 
41 
attached to William Ellery Channing, who was to be a leader in the 
transcendental movement in New England. It was in Newport, also, that 
he met Channing's sister Anne who was later to become his wife. There 
can be no question as to the importance of the influence of the Channings 
on the thought and life of Allston, although he never agreed, apparently, 
with the later religious views of Channing. 
A close attachment to the two Dana brothers which continued 
throughout his entire life indicates a sympathetic intellectual bond, 
and one which Richard Henry Dana frequently mentioned in his letters. 
There was no one in or around Boston to whom Dana felt as close as to 
Allston, and no one else with whom he could discuss his critical 
42 
theories with the feeling that he was understood and appreciated. 
It is evident that the logical mind of the barrister appealed also to 
Allston, for Greenough refers to the weekly visits of the painter in 
43 the home of Edmund Dana. In England, Allston acknowledged his obliga-
tions to Benjamin West, then president of the Royal Academy, and 
during the winter which he spent in Paris, it is very possible that 
he may have come in contact with the ideas of Gros, Girodet, and 
41 
VanWyck Brooks, The Flowering of New England (New York: E. P. 
Dutton Co., 1936), p. 43. 
42 Ibid., p. 54. See also Richard Henry Dana to Martha Allston. 
43 Sweetser, p. 47. 
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other painters in Paris at that period. He may also have studied the 
French theorists, such as Bateux, Hume, Diderot, De Piles, Du Fresnoy, 
and Rousseau. 
Sweetser records Vanderlyn's description of Allston in Rome when 
he and Vanderlyn, Turner and Cooper used to frequent the old Caffee 
4 
Greco. If Turner were in Rome as Vanderlyn reports, he may have been 
a significant influence in Allston's developing theories. In Rome, 
also, Allston was associated with various contemporary writers, includ-
ing Washington Irving, and found in them spirits congenial with his 
own aspirations as a poet. The most important personal influence upon 
Allston was without question his close friendship with Coleridge which 
5 developed during the winter of 1806. Abrams states that Coleridge 
studied extensively the Cambridge Platonists, and it is possible that 
. 6 he introduced Allston to the thought of Plot1nus. It is evident, also, 
that Allston was acquainted with the theory of Longinus, who, accord-
7 ing to Abrams, was the source of many elements of Romantic theory. 
A residence of four years in Italy would have given Allston 
opportunity to read the Italian theorists, such as Vico, Lomazzo, and 
Bellori; and it is evident that his admiration for Michelangelo and 
Titian led him to study carefully the lives and theories of these 
sixteenth-century masters. 8 
44 Ibid., p. 43. 
45 
See Chapter One. 
46 Abrams, p. 59. 
47 
Ibid., pp. 73-75. 
48 Flagg, p. 185. 
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Whether Allston came in contact with the ideas of Goethe in Europe 
or in later reading in America, he was acquainted with the thought of the 
German writer, for he commented that Goethe, great as he may have been, 
did not understand the principles of painting and that he failed to 
enter into the philosophy of it. His notions on the subject, Allston 
considered "jejune and those of a mechanic .•.49 This criticism is an 
indication of Allston's discrimination in his reading and his requirement 
of philosophical soundness as a basis of criticism. 
That Allston had read philosophy in his early years, is evident from 
a letter written to Verplanck in March, 1819. He expressed his apprec-
iation for Verplanck's sketch of Berkeley, observing: "Berkeley had 
long been a favorite with me, and I was pleased to find his character 
so happily touched by your pencil." "Berkeley," he continued, "is one 
of the very few philosophers whom we can love as well as admire, for, 
as you well observe, even his most eccentric flights are marked by a 
moral splendor." 
Another philosopher with whom Allston evidently was in closest 
sympathy was the German critic of Kant, F. H. Jacobi. His own ideas 
are in many respects close to those of Jacobi, and that he was interested 
in this writer is evident from the fact that a number of pages entitled 
"From Marsh's Translation of Jacobi" appear among his Papers. 
From such a cosmopolitan background of personal contacts, and from 
such a background of reading, the breadth of Allston's thought 
developed. 
49 Ibid., p. 365. 
CHAPTER TWELVE. ALLSTON'S DEBT TO SIR JOSHUA REYNOLDS 
By right of eminent domain, Allston claimed Reynolds as "his 
own," frankly acknowledging his indebtedness, and stating that his 
own theories were built on the ideas of Sir Joshua. He, apparently, 
had carried out Fuseli 1 s injunction that the Discourses should never 
l leave the student's hand except to put them into practice. 
Allston may be expected, however, to examine Reynolds' ideas 
critically and not to follow him slavishly. It is apparent that there 
are basic ideas on which he is in agreement with Reynolds, others on 
which he definitely disagrees, and again those on which there is par-
tial agreement and on which Allston has developed the thought by the 
refinement of a more precise discrimination. Allston, with all other 
critics who followed Reynolds, was indebted to him for pioneering in 
a criticism devoted to a consideration of art itself rather than to 
a history of taste. He was also :undoubtedly indebted to Reynolds 
for the form of the discourse in which he presented his thought. 
The Nature of Art 
Allston followed Reynolds' thought as to the social and ethical 
1 Henry Fuseli, Lectures on Painting (London: T. Codell and w. 
Davis, 1820), p. xviii. Fuseli co111111ented: "Of English critics 
whose writings preceded the present century whether we consider 
solidity of theory or practical usefulness the last is undoubtedly 
the first. To compare Reynolds with his predecessors would equally 
disgrace our judgment and impeach our gratitude. His volumes can 
never be consulted without profit, and should never be quitted by 
the student's hand but to embody the precepts he gives and the means 
he points out." 
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nature of art, agreeing with him that the highest value of art lies in 
its power to elevate and uplift society, and that the profession of the 
artist is therefore of a high calling, and not to be confused with a 
mechanical trade, As to the nature of art, however, there appears to 
be little influence on Allston's thought, Allston's concept is far 
removed from Reynolds' notion of art as a mirror reflecting the general 
2 
and universal truth and beauty, To these general ideas, Reynolds 
3 
urges the elevation of the mind by education. The principles of art 
are in the mind of the artist. "Everything wrought with certainty is 
4 
wrought on principles," Reynolds' conception of art is rationalistic, 
and reason and common sense are the controlling factors in the creation 
of art, The supreme motivation of the artist is said to be the love 
of fame, without which the artist "can do nothing excellent," With all 
these ideas, Allston is obviously in complete disagreement and his debt 
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to Reynolds is in the nature of a reminder of refutable erroneous notions. 
In his rationalistic framework, Reynolds cannot admit the efficacy of 
intuition, which he finds "absurd;" and the possibility of a divine 
5 
"afflatus," is equally unthinkable. 
Allston may have been influenced by Reynolds in his conception of 
genius, For both critics the mark of genius is "invention," and this 
2 Sir Joshua Reynolds, Discourses,· ed, Edward Gilpin Johnson 
(Chicago: A. c. McClurg and eo., 1891), pp. 184, 239. 
3 Ibid,, p. 220. 
4 
.llli·, 88. p. 
5 
.lla!;!. , 176 • p. 
apility to give form to his idea distinguishes genius from the man of 
taste. Genius, for Reynolds, begins where the "low and vulgar" rules 
6 
end. But Reynolds introduces the notion, criticized by Hazlitt, 
that no artist should rely on his genius, that unremitting effort will 
be beneficial to genius, and where higher gifts are wanting, diligent 
7 
application will supp!ythe deficiencies. There is no indication that 
Allston was influenced by Reynolds to hold this or a similar idea. 
The "invention" of the genius involves the imagination for both 
critics, but Reynolds does not make a clear distinction between fancy 
and imagination and the faculty does not have the significance for 
him which it holds for Allston. Reynolds considers the imagination to 
be a "lower faculty," approaching nearer to "sensuality," which can 
8 
"only vary and combine ideas furnished by the senses." Imagination, 
in the thought of the English critic, invents "little more than new 
9 
combinations," Objects are synthesized from parts found separately 
in nature and the artist seeks a general, human type, rather than an 
10 
individual. The summit of excellence is reached when it achieves 
the assemblage of contrary qualities, properly mixed. This dialectic 
of contraries appears to be fundamental in Reynolds'' thought, 
6 Ibid., p. 149. 
7 l.llill. •• 79. P• 
8 
l.llill. •• 191. See also pp. 23, 240. p. 
9 
Ibid., p. 96. 
10 Abrams, p. 37,38. 
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.emphasizing continually the universal and the particular. Reynolds 
refers to "ideas furnished by the senses," and again, to "pleasure 
of the senses. 11 While Reynolds 1 notions as to the function of the 
senses and the imagination in invention may have stimulated Allston's 
thought, it is evident that he arrived at very different conclusions. 
Instead of a "proper mixing of contraries, nll there is in Allston a 
confluence, consilience and synthesis, so that in his concept of art 
both as process and product, there is a fundamental disagreement with 
12 
the ideas of Reynolds. 
The Role of Art 
Reynolds insists on the essential dignity of art and the 
recognition of the artist as engaged in a high and lofty calling. 
To this concept, Allston fully subscribes, carrying further still 
13 
the significance of art as distinguished from mere amusement. 
He may derive from Reynolds his idea of the significance of art in 
the elevation of society through the subjection of the senses to the 
14 
higher faculties of the mind. He is, however, far removed from Sir 
Joshua's aristocratic notion of the division of society in such a way 
that the labor of those "so appointed" might provide support to those 
superior individuals thus enabled to contribute through art to the 
11 
12 
13 
14 
Ibid., p. 127. 
Ibid., p. 66, 174, 187, 191. 
See Allston, pp. 146, 131, 83. 
Sir Joshua Reynolds, p. 23. 
Ibid., pp. 189, 240. 
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elevation of society. While Reynolds does not concede that art is 
"amusement," he still considers it an "ornament,nl5 cotmDenting: 
"Life would be imperfect without its highest ornaments, the arts.nl6 
As an "ornament," art, for Reynolds, aims to please, and the 
u 
artist should be selective in those whom he endeavors to please. 
"The art we profess has beauty for its object; this it is our business 
to discover and express."18 Granted that the art requires mental 
effort and that it is designed to give mental pleasure,l9 
I 
Reynolds' 
' 
theory is still very near to the concept of art as a luxury, and its 
pleasure a privilege. Neither the desideratum of beauty nor the idea 
of pleasing the observer are essential as far as Allston is concerned. 
The subject matter of art is for Reynolds drawn from history and 
20 poetry, that it may teach as well as please. The didactic role of 
15 In the dedication to the king of his Discourses, Reynolds thus 
distinguishes art from science: "The regular progress of cultivated 
life is from necessaries to accommodations, from accommodations to 
ornaments. By your illustrious predecessors were established Marts for 
manufactures, and Colleges for science; but for the arts of elegance, 
those arts by which manufactures are embellished, and science is 
refined, to found an Academy was reserved for your .·Majesty." 
16 Ibid., p. 196. 
17 
.lli:!!· , p. 140. 
18 Ibid., p. 240. 
19 Ibid., p. 208. 
20 Ibid., p. 194. 
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art is not emphasized by Allston, and far from limiting the artist to 
history and poetry for subject matter, he gives him the entire universe, 
and even the imagined "star-shores" of eternity. A basic difference in 
the concept of art itself, naturally, gives to art an essentially different 
function. Thus, in the theory required for the function of a critic, 
Allston appears to be indebted to Reynolds, not for his basic concepts, 
but rather for a suggestive outline of the kind of ideas which ought 
to be included in such a theory. 
The Criticism of Art 
Reynolds' criticism of art is almost entirely judicial, and very 
often of a negatively orientated character. Since for him, great art 
served to dignify and elevate society, his basic criticism was 
normative. Working in a theory based upon principles and rules, he 
found taste to be "the ability to perceive excellence and power to 
distinguish right from wrong. n 21 Taste is for him never "above" 
judgment, but is formed by reason and philosophy; and reason is supreme 
22 
from first to last. Reason is joined by "good sense" in the ranking 
23 
of art, and the value and status of the work of art is determined by its 
24 
capacity to give mental pleasure. Criticism has to deal with two types 
of truth, that which is real, and which has fixed foundations in nature, 
21 Sir Joshua Reynolds, p. 173. 
22 Ibid., p. 205. 
23 Ibid., 189. P• 
24 Ibid., 199. p. 
as in geometry and music25 contrasted to variable truth, which is 
opinion and prejudice. 26 "Shallow criticism" fails to distinguish 
27 between the two. 
merely 
Reynolds' criticism develops a definite heirarchy in genres of 
painting and in the treatment of the subject. History, including 
scriptural history, is in the highest catagory, and art descends as 
it deals with less significant truth until it becomes merely 
ornamental. Great art is to be found in the schools of Florence, Rome, 
and Bologna. 28 Venetian art "signifies nothing, 1129 and Tintoretto is 
30 
''merely ornamental. 11 The Dutch and Flemish schools, as well as the 
Venetian, have little to offer. An important feature of Reynolds' 
criticism is the pointing out of the errors and failures of the various 
schools and artists. 
Allston's theory of criticism, and his actual practice, seems to 
differ essentially from that of Reynolds. He has noted the same ideas, 
and referred to most of the same schools and individual artists, but from 
what appears to be a different position. His criticism is positive, 
finding little to be gained by overturning the errors of others, and 
finding something of value in every school. In this endeavor to find 
25 ~ .. PP· 178, 179. 
26 
.l.b.iJl. ' p. 179 • 
27 
.Ibid.. , 182. p. 
28 Ibid., pp. 187, 188. 
29 
~ .. P• 110. 
30 
Ibid., pp. 113, 190. 
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value, his criticism becomes recreative and socio-historical rather 
than purely judicial, and seeks to remove a prejudicial veil between 
the observer and the work of art. He does not refer to "right and 
wrong" and his criticism is normative only in his insistence upon a 
discrimination between the "true" and the "false." He does admit a 
certain hierarchy of art, but it is of a different type from Reynolds' 
and is based on degrees of comprehensiveness and freedom rather than 
on types. 
Considering the basic objective of art to give pleasure, Reynolds 
very naturally concludes that that which gives pleasure to the most 
observers is logically the best; and the final arbiter of taste is 
31 
"the public voice." As in so many instances, Reynolds appears 
to bring together conflicting ideas when he admonishes the artist to 
be selective in the audience whom he aims to please; and at the same 
time insists upon the ultimate authority of the taste of the public, 
commenting: 
'~he common saying that 'tastes are not to be disputed' owes 
its influence and its general reception to the same error which 
leads us to imagine this faculty of too high an original to 
submit to the authority of an earthly tribunal."32 
31 
Ibid., pp. 192, 193. Reynolds insists: The well disciplined 
mind acknowledges this authority and submits its opinion to the 
public voice. This submission to others is a deference which we 
owe, and indeed, are forced involuntarily to pay. What has 
pleased, and continues to please, is likely to please again; hence 
are derived the rules of art, and on this immovable foundation 
they must ever stand. 
32 . lbl.d., p. 177. 
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The hegemony of salon jurists Unplemented Sir Joshua's notions 
of the basis of judgment in art and his theories were without doubt 
the result of his own experience and observations as a professional 
painter in a society of privileged rank. His "lower classes" in so-
ciety enjoyed pleasure only on the level of the senses; therefore his 
"public voice, 11 must necessarily have been the voice of a "public" 
prepared to enjoy the intellectual pleasure which he required art to 
present. A single critic, pioneering in a new nation dedicated to the 
consideration of the worth of the individual, and committed to respect 
the voice of the people, might possibly have adopted ideas such as Sir 
Joshua's for literal application. This, however, Allston does not do, 
insisting in the criticism of art on an individual experience which 
distinguishes the original from the imitative, which recognizes the 
value of "Ideal" art above the coamonplace, but admits various levels 
33 
of art. 
Educational Procedure 
Since Allston agrees essentially with Reynolds as to the nature of 
taste and genius, his requirements for their development is found to be 
very similar. Neither Allston nor Reynolds distinguishes the education 
of the critic from the role of the artist. Both functions appear to be 
essential for a professional painter who must criticize intelligently 
33 Allston, pp. 83-95. 
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nis own work, and that of his predecessors. Similarly, the critic who 
draws his theory from actual practice and a sound knowledge of art 
is distinguished from a "false connoisseur" who criticizes for 
reputation. Reynolds points out that someof the greatest minds of 
antiquity were great critics, but addressing students of painting, 
he warns them against distractions which might disqualify them for the 
"practical part" of their profession, and tend to "sink the performer 
34 
in the critic." He urges the student to place no dependence upon 
genius but to give himself unremittingly to diligent effort to improve 
his abilities. He requires of the beginner absolute submission to 
rigid principles.35 
His system of education is based upon imitation of the best 
possible models. Imitation is carefully distinguished from copying, 
and the effort he requires is discriminatory criticism rather than 
mechanical exercise. By a wide and intelligent acquaintance with 
many excellent models, the student is provided with an understanding 
of the values and objectives of his predecessors and their solution 
of problems in execution which insights save him many hours of trial 
34 Ibid., p. 172. 
35 ~ •• pp. 57, 282, 147, 77. Reynolds insists upon restraint 
for the beginning student as follows: a I would chiefly recommend that 
an implicit obedience to the Rules 2! ~ as established by the 
practice of the great masters, should be exacted from the young 
students,--that those models which have passed through the approbation 
of ages should be considered by them as perfect and infallible guides; 
as subjects for their imitation, not their criticism. The first 
part of the life of a student should be a life of restraint. Grammar 
must be mastered~ 
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and error experimentation. The study of painting is divided into 
three periods, in the first of which the student learns the rudiments 
or language of his art; in the second, amasses a stock of ideas from 
the study of the masters; and in the third, is "emancipated from 
authority" and is free to use his own imagination. 
In his systematic approach to the problem of professional training, 
there is no question that Reynolds met a great need for the young 
and self-taught artist-critic. But that Allston did not find in 
Reynolds' theories a summum bonum is evident in his lament to 
Flagg: '~en I first went abroad I groped for five years in the 
36 
dark." 
Allston and Criticism of Reynolds by Razlitt 
Allston was personally acquainted with the English essayist Hazlitt, 
and it was from a comment by Razlitt in Rome that he received his idea 
37 
of the "twiddling" of color. While they shared a mutual admiration 
36 Flagg, P• 385. 
37 ~., pp. 186, 363-364. Allaton comments as follows: 
·~zlitt began by being an artist. I once saw a work of his; it was 
a copy from Titian, and very well done. But he would not have gone 
far beyond copying for he was entirely destitute of imagination. 
He once remarked to me that the English could have no great 
historical painters because the English face was a poor one for a 
model. He seemed to have no idea that there could be any faces 
but portraits, and no idea of the art beyond its mimetic character. 
In the article which he furnished for the'Encyclopedie Metropolitaine' 
he argues against the ideal in the art--against the liberty of the 
artist in making use of the ideal; and supports himself by appealing 
to Raphael. Now this was the very point in which Raphael failed--
in which he was inferior to Michel Angelo." 
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Qf Coleridge, apparently they did not have too much in common. 
Whether or not Allston, when he wrote down his ideas on art, had 
read Hazlitt 1 s Table Talk, published in 1821, or whether in personal 
conversation with Hazlitt he had known of the deficiences which the 
essayist found in the Discourse§ it would seem as if he had taken 
particular pains to avoid a similar criticism of his own theory. Every 
point on which Hazlitt criticized Reynolds is specifically mentioned 
by Allston and in a way that precludes a similar criticism of his 
theory. Hazlitt, for example, complained of Reynolds' implication that 
general effect in a painting is produced by omission of details, whereas 
the largest masses and "the grandest outline" are held to be consistent 
with the greatest delicacy in the "finishing of the parts. ,,38 Allston 
requires simplification in a painting to secure "breadth," and the 
elimination of superfluous details, but insists that those ideas which 
are essential must receive as perfect finish as the artist is capable 
of giving to them. 
A second criticism by Hazlitt refers to Reynolds' failure to 
distinguish between beauty and grandeur. While referring to an "ideal" 
or middle form, he notes, Reynolds attributes the grandeur of Michael 
39 
Angelo 1 s style to the "superhuman appearance" of his figures. 
38 William Hazlitt, Essays (New York: Cassell & Co., Ltd., 1907), 
p. 194. 
39 
Ibid., P• 171. 
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Allston's arrangement of the values transcending that of physical 
beauty obviates such criticism. 
Reynolds' theory, according to Hazlitt, rejects character as 
an "anomaly." Reynolds insists upon the general, but Allston in 
contradistinction requires the individual and with Fuseli finds in 
character and action the requisite ~'moral" element in art. 40 
Hazlitt finds the sources of expression unaccounted for in 
Reynolds, and states that Reynolds considers expression to be '~ostile 
41 
to beauty." Allston evidently intended to devote an entire lecture 
to this subject, having left a manuscript headed: "For the Discourse 
on Expression." In this memorandum he admits the helpfulness of 
scientific measurements and ratios, but refers to these as only 
adjuncts, finding the rule for the realization of expression to reside 
in the mind of genius, which alone knows when "he has hit the mark." 
Hazlitt challenges Reynolds' statement that industry can supply 
42 
the deficiency of talent. Perhaps with more imagination, Hazlitt 
might have been able to harmonize the statement with Reynolds' theory; 
and possibly since he himself, according to Allston, did not conceive 
of art above the level of copying, he misconstrued Reynolds' meaning of 
industry to apply to mechanical assiduity rather than its intended 
40 
41 
42 
Allston, p. 131. 
Reynolds, p. 239. 
Hazlitt, p. 77; Reynolds, pp. 59,77. 
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application to the development of the mind. In any event, he could 
hardly have found reason to criticize Allston on this point, for 
Allston's definition of art itself requires a reflective, poetic 
vision, involving the highest possible development of the mind rather 
than routine industry. Essentially, his idea of industry agrees with 
that of Reynolds, for both he and Reynolds refer to the development of 
perceptive grasp, insight and value intuition, and both require of 
genius indefatigable labor to this end. But Allston's ideas are 
carefully worded and he makes definite distinctions between levels of 
the "actual," the "possible," and the "probable," and between the 
44 
"originator" and the genius gifted with "invention." 
As an imaginative artist, there is no doubt that Allston saw 
farther and more deeply than either Hazlitt or Reynolds, but it is 
equally possible that his own vision might not have been possible 
without the direction which was given to it by the Discourses of Sir 
Joshua. 
43 
Reynolds, pp. 109, 154, 171, 172, 283. 
44 Allston, p. 83; See also Allston's sonnet on "Art." 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN. THE INFLUENCE OF FUSELI 
Henry Fuseli was professor of painting at the Royal Academy when 
Allston enrolled as a student, and he made a very vivid impression 
1 
on the young American. Allston had seen engravings of Fuseli's 
illustrations of Milton and Shakespeare in Charleston, and had become 
very much interested in the English painter before he met him 
personally. Flagg refers to Allston's practice in Cambridgeport 
2 
of reading Fuseli's Pilkington Dictionary, and among the books 
remaining in Allston's library is a copy of the 1820 edition of Fuseli 1 s 
Lectures ~Art. Thus, the influence of Fuseli was triple: as painter, 
as teacher, and as writer, and from Allston's student days on, it 
continued throughout his career; thus it cannot have been negligible. 
Fuseli 1s biographer, Antal, considers Fuseli to be the most 
3 
learned art historian of the period, and as a painter he attributes to 
him the distinction of developing a "new style" which departed from the 
''modified Baroque" established by Reynolds, and which to Antal appears 
to have expressed the ideas of a group of middle-class intellectualists 
4 
of the period. While Fuseli admonished his students never to allow 
the writings of 
5 
Reynolds to leave their hands, there were certain 
issues on which he sharply differed from the great English theorist. 
1 
Flagg, p. 37. 
2 ~ •• pp. 37, 39-40. 
3 Frederick Antal, Fuseli Studies (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1956}, p. 89. 
4 Ibid., p. 67. 
5 Fuseli, p. xviii. See Chapter Twelve. 
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Eudo Mason, in The Mind 2f Fuseli, calls attention to the classical 
nature of Fuseli's theory, which is likely, he observes, "to be 
disappointing and disturbing to those who have got into the habit 
of SUDDDing Fuseli up as a 1 romantic painter.'" Mason points out that 
Fuseli had very little to do with the English writers who later became 
known as "romantics," and particularly that Fuseli "thought little of 
Coleridge," while Coleridge in turn referred to him as "Fuzzle or 
Fuzzly." 6 Allston is, therefore, in an interesting position in 
relation to Fuseli, for the importance in Allston's thought of Coleridge 
cannot be questioned, while his devotion to Fuseli is also evident. 
There were apparently bonds of sympathy between him and this painter-
critic who was, according to Mason "by nineteenth century taste as a 
whole found ridiculous, 11 to be "laughed at or forgotten. " 7 Allston's 
problem with Fuseli, as with every other source from which he may 
have drawn, is to integrate whatever ideas he finds useful with his own 
dynamic and democratic concept of the nature of man and art. A brief 
comparison of the ideas of Fuseli and Allston may indicate the 
possible extent of the American critic's obligations • 
. The Nature and Significance 2f Art 
It is immediately apparent that Allston cannot agree with Fuseli 
as to the nature and significance of art in society, for Fuseli makes 
it very clear that in his opinion art is a luxury and "innocent 
6 
Eudo Mason, The Mind of Fuseli (London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1951)' p. 38. 
7 ~ •• pp. 38-41. 
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amusement for those nations to whom luxury is become as necessary 
as existence, and amongst whom alone they can rear themselves to 
any degree of eminence."8 Fuseli insists that neither poetry nor 
painting may be said to "spring from the necessities of society," 
or furnish necessaries to life. He refers to these arts, rather as 
"offsprings of fancy, leisure, and lofty contemplation," as "organs of 
religion and government, ornaments of society" and too frequently mere 
"charms of the senses and instruments of luxury."9 
Diametrically opposed to Fuseli's conception of art is Allston's 
idea of the world of art which contributes to the subordination of the 
senses to the mind in "the highest triumph of the civilized state," 
and for whom "except with the brutalized," the merely sensuous wants 
''might almost be said to have become extinct," or "so modified as to 
be no longer prominent." Far from being "offsprings of fancy and 
leisure," for Allston, art is produced by a profession of "no common 
responsibility."10 
Because of this concept of art as an ornament of society, or a 
luxury, Fuseli argues that it is the duty of an Academy to discourage 
students who do not give evidence of superior ability, for mediocrity 
8 Ibid., 193. p. 
9 l.bid. ' p. 197. 
10 Allston, pp. 9, no. 
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cannot provide that very qaality to art which makes of it an 
ornament, and by "suffering it to invade the province of genius and 
talent," the plough, the shop, the loom, the school,--even the desk 
and the pulpit are "robbed of a thousand useful hands. "ll With 
Fuseli, Allston requires for the production of great art the genius, 
and distinguishes between that level and ordinary talent in his 
advice to the student on drawing.l2 But he also points out that the 
student cannot discover whether or not he has the required ability 
until he has put forth every possible exertion to discover his 
capacities.13 
The work of art comes into being, according to Fuseli, not by 
"creation," but by "invention," and he insists that the artist should 
14 
not be termed a "creator." On this point, Allston is in agreement 
with Fuseli, observing that the materials of the artist are provided 
for him and that "it is not from nothing that man can produce even 
the semblance of anything."15 
Another significant point on which Allston and Fuseli agree is 
their repudiation of the quality of impalpability and "shadowing 
intuitions," and their insistence on concrete, objective presentation 
ll Mason, p. 197. 
12 Allston, pp. 157-158;164. 
13 
,!M!., p. 
14 Fuseli, pp. 136-137. 
15 Allston, p. 132 
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of figures, .obje.,ts,. and actiom;.Hi .. i'\Uieli refers.t;g the. "moraL ... ~. 
elemant .. in az:t.'.' .. as .!'time .. as ... well a&-space~ 11 .iasisting. t:llat the "inert 
unemployed form" mistakes the ''medium for the end," and that character 
or action is required. "This," he maintains, "is the moral element in 
t .. 17 ar • It was character which Allston insisted upon as the objective 
of art, and he affirmed that "every race is composed of individuals," 
the individuality providing character, 18 
The Criticism of Art 
Considering art to be a luxury, its excellence, for Fuseli, lay 
in its "novelty, degree, and polish."19 He retains the classical 
idea of "degree" in painting, establishing a heirarchy of subject 
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matter moving from the epic, or "sublime," through the dramatic of 
"impassioned" to the historic, or that type of painting which "informs."20 
Fuseli insists upon the freedom of the artist to invent or to "discover 
and combine," the "possible," the "probable," and the "known."21 He 
abjures the work of the Venetians, Flemish and Dutch painters, and 
has little regard for portrait painting. 22 
Allston uses the identical words of Fuseli in establishing his 
three levels of art, from the ''known" through the "probable" to the 
16 Mason, p. 61. 
17 Fuseli, p. 105. 
18 Allston, p. 131. 
19 Mason, p. 197. 
20 Fuseli, p. 123. 
21 Mason, p. 202. 
22 ~ .. p. 55. 
23 
possible," and he does not admit portrait paintings to his conception 
of "Art in its highest sense." 24 He accepts the schools which Fuseli 
25 
disdains, referring to them as providing sources of extreme pleasure. 
He is more concerned with "poetic truth" in painting than with novelty, 
but he does agree with Fuseli on the desirability of refinement and 
excellence in technique. 26 
Fuseli repudiates color in painting, championing drawing, and on 
this point Allston's opinion diverges to insist, as in his poem, "The 
27 
Two Painters," on the equal importance of color. Fuseli refers to 
paintings which "make colour their insidious foundation" as "debauch-
ers of the senses." In Fuseli 1 s opinion, when "design in its most ex-
tensive as in its strictest sense" ceases to be the basis of art>, and 
its "rights and privileges" are given to color, then "the art is de-
graded to a mere vehicle of sensual pleasure, an implement of luxury, 
28 
a beautiful but trifling bauble, or a splendid fault." 
Allston cannot admit the possibility of "sensual pleasure," con-
tending that all pleasure is mental, and he finds in the delight of 
color a pleasure akin to that of music. In thus relating the pleasure 
of color to that of music, Allston reveals a characteristic of his 
criticism which distinguishes it from Fuseli's in that he moves freely 
23 Allston, pp. 87-101. 
24 Ibid., P• 130. 
25 
.!!!.M. •• P• 145 • 
26 Ibid., PP• 173-174. 
27 Mason, P• 55; Allston, PP• 218-239. 
28 Fuseli, pp. 332-334; Mason, p. 261. 
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from the discussion of the poet to that of the painter, and from the 
experience of music to that of painting, whereas Fuseli insists upon a 
stricc demarcation between the arts, commenting that the two had been 
confounded by ''herds of mediocrity and thoughtless imitators ."29 
Allston and Fuseli are agreed in their opinions that beauty is 
not to be considered the ultimate desideratum in art. Fuseli comments 
that the substitution of beauty as an objective had resulted in the 
loss of "what alone can make beauty interesting, expression and mind."30 
Allston affirms that it is not right to require beauty of every artist, 
167 
31 
and that where it is not intended its presence is a matter of indifference. 
In his insistence upon the importance of expression over beauty, Mason 
points out that Fuseli opposed Wincklemann, Lessing, Reynolds, and 
32 Goethe. Standing in agreement with Fuseli, Allston demonstrates 
the independence of his own ideas. 
As to the matter of technique in painting, while Fuseli required 
"polish," he also maintains that if the "ostentation" of the technique 
"absorb the subject, it stamps inferiority on the master. 1133 Allston's 
opinion agrees with that of Fuseli, of the subordination of technique 
34 
in the production of harmony from the "chaos of materials." 
29 
Mason, pp. 30-31. 
30 Fuseli, p. xvi. 
31 Allston, p. 31. 
32 Mason, p. 55. 
33 Fuseli, p. 243; Mason, p. 213. 
34 
Allston, pp. 153, 164. 
Style and ~ 
Fuseli prefaces his lectures on painting by a resume of the history 
of art from ancient times to his own period. He then devotes two 
lectures to the topic of "invention" and continues with a considera-
tion of "composition," and "expression." Another chapter deals with 
"chiaroscuro." Allston no doubt had Fuseli's format in mind when he 
planned his own series of lectures, for he also has discussed "inven-
tion" and composition;" and memoranda among his papers indicate that he 
planned to consider "expression." There is no reference to an intention 
of dealing with "chiaroscuro." It is possible that he intended to 
develop a history of painting at a later date, since he alludes to a 
possible discussion of "individual differences at a later period. u3,5 
"Invention" and "composition" are included in Allston's general 
lecture on "Art," and he devotes a separate lecture to the consideration 
of "Form. 11 
Whether it was his original intention, or whether his editors 
included the maxims he had posted on his studio walls, they follow 
the presentation of his lectures, as aphorisms, exactly as in the plan 
of Fuseli's book. 
There is a noticeable similarity in the style of writing between 
the two writers in the conciseness and directness of ~~ression. It 
is possible that Allston emulated Fuseli's aphoristic style in his 
maxims, although correspondence from his college years indicates that 
this style of expression was a personal characteristic. 
35 See Chapter Nine; also, Allston, p. 89. 
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In summing up this brief comparison of the two critics, it is 
evident that Allston has been influenced by Fuseli on a number of 
169 
points, or, he is, at least,.in agreement. But it is also apparent that 
he does not hesitate to disagree wherever the opinion of Fuseli would 
introduce a discordant element into a theory which he endeavors to 
unify as a coherent expression of organic relationships. He refuses 
to consider art as an ornament, merely, or a luxury, as does Fuseli, 
standing with Coleridge as a recognition of art as a means of self-
realization, both for the individual and society. 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN, ALLSTON AND COLERIDGE 
It is somewhat surprising that the well known friendship of 
Coleridge and Allston has never elicited a comparison of their ideas 
on art. Coleridge thought of Allston as a brother, and Allston 
considered himself more indebted intellectually to Coleridge than to 
1 
any other acquaintance. Coleridge had learned to see through Allston's 
eyes the glories of the art of Rome. Together, they had driven on 
"a starless sea" to "plough up light 112--that light "that never was on 
land or sea." What each one contributed to the other may never be 
known, but there is no doubt that there was mutual benefit. 3 A brief 
comparison of their major ideas indicates the similarity of their 
conclusions. 
The "D:ynamic Theory" 
The crucial and most significant aspect of the thought of both 
Coleridge and Allston has to do with the philosophical concept on 
1 Flagg, p. 
2 See Allston's sonnet "On the Late S. T. Coleridge." 
3 Charles R. Leslie, Autobiographical Recollections (Boston: 
Ticknor & Fields, 1800}, p. 24. The intellectual climate in which 
Coleridge and Allston met and the affinity of ideas which drew them 
together may be inferred from the following letter of Charles Leslie, 
biographer of Constable, and professor of painting at the Royal 
Academy: Leslie admits his own inability to converse with Coleridge, 
cOllllllenting: "His eloquence threw a new and beautiful light on most 
subjects and when he was beyond my comprehension, the melody of his 
voice and the impressiveness of his manner, held ~e a willing listener, 
and I was flattered at being supposed capable of understanding him. 
Indeed, men far advanced beyond myself in education might have felt 
as children in his presence •••• I shall ever regret that I did not 
take notes, imperfect as they must have been, of what he said. I can 
only now remember that besides speaking most of Allston, whom he loved 
dearly, he gave an admirable analysis of the character of Don Quixote. 
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which they base their criticism. Both, apparently, moved from the 
elementarist philosophers and the associationism of Hartley through 
the cosmogony of Bodmer and Breitinger to a universe conceived as 
dynamic--a whole which 4 is antecedent to its parts. Both critics 
establish their theories on a transcendental philosophy of two 
contradictory forces issuing in a "tertium aliguid."5The conception 
of man as an indivisible synthesis of two natures is vital to both 
Coleridge and Allston. Coleridge identifies consciousness with time 
"in its essence" and as the measure of the notion of time. Allston 
says little about either time or space.6 A transcendental relation-
ship is establishea between mind and body, by both, and the imperative 
significance of the Idea is stressed. Both postulate a presupposed 
bond between the mind and nature. 7 Allston refers to this relation-
ship as occurring between the mind and the "objective correlative,"8 
or assimilant.9 Read affirms, regarding the creation of art, that 
4 Abrams, pp. 64-69; 282; s. T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria 
(New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1930}, p. 141. ·'The Dynamic Philosophy 
is no other than the system ofi Pythagoras and of Plato revived and 
purified from impure mixtures. 
5 Coleridge, p. 156; Allston, p. 13. 
6 Coleridge, p. 65. 
7 Coleridge, p. 131. "In short, all the organs of sense are framed 
for a corresponding world of sense; and we have it. All the organs of 
spirit are framed for a correspondent world of spirit, though the 
latter organs are not developed in all alike." 
8 Allston, p. 3. 
9 Ibid., p. 30. 
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Coleridge, before the theory of einfuhlung or empathy, had realized 
that the artist must imitate "that which is within the thing, that 
which is active through form and figure and discourses to us by 
symbols the Naturgeist, or spirit of nature, as we unconsciously 
10 imitate those we love." It was this ability, apparently, which 
Coleridge appreciated in Allston, when he wrote, "To you alone of all 
contemporary artists does it seem to have been given to know what 
nature is--not th~ dead shapes, the outward letter, but the life of 
ll 
nature •••• " Allston refers to the "distinctive essential" of 
the object as that which the artist must realize as "the distinct 
"d ,12 1 ea. 
As "living constituents of the immortal spirit," Allston develops 
the notion of three "realized phases" of the principle of harmony, 
13 in beauty, truth, and goodness. Coleridge refers to the three in 
14 
verse. 
10 Read, p. 27. 
ll Coleridge to Allston, October 25, 1815. 
12 Allston, p. 4. 
13 Ibid., p. 16. 
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14 Kathleen Coburn, Inquiring Spirit (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
Ltd., 1951} p. 124. 
Wher'er I find the Good, the True, the 
I ask no names, God's Spirit dwelleth 
The unconfounded, undivided Three 
Each for itself, and all in each to see 
In man and nature, is Philosophy. 
Fair, 
there. 
What is Art? 
For both Coleridge and Allston, it appears to have been imperative 
to establish the nature of the artist before they could establish the 
characteristics of art. Coleridge observes in the Biographia Literaria, 
"What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with What is a poet? 
that the answer to the one is involved in the solution to the other." 
As man exists for both critics as a whole, or totality of faculties, 
so also art, according to Coleridge brings the whole soul of man into 
activity, with the subordination of the faculties according to their 
15 
"worth and dignity." Allston concurs in the idea, referring to that 
16 
within man which is "ever answering to that without, as life to life," 
and also to the subordination of the senses to the mind as an achieve-
17 
ment of civilization. 
BoC:h Coleridge and Allston distinguish art from "dead copies" of 
nature, Coleridge referring to "imitation" as likeness with a differ-
18 
ence," and Allston requiring the indivualizing of nature by the im-
press of the artist's mind on nature, in what he refers to as "human 
19 
or poetic truth." 
15 Coleridge, p. 161. 
16 Allston, p. 87. 
17 Ibid., p. 9. 
18 S. T. Coleridge, The Complete Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
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ed. Professor W. G. Shedd (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1884), VI, p. 468. 
19 Allston, pp, 83-84. 
Art is a product of the imagination for Coleridge, who establishes 
the faculty as an intermediate power between the active and passive 
20 faculties of the mind, and for Allston, who refers to the imagination 
21 
as the "last high gift to man." Art as a process is for both Allston 
and Coleridge a "recapitulation of cosmogony," and for both of them the 
metaphor revolves on the idea of a construction, distinguished from an 
22 
original creation, in Allston, as "invention." The "sameness with 
difference" of art is the "tertium aliquid" of their dynamic theory, 
in which there is an imaginative reconciliation of the objective and 
the subjective, for Allston a purely human possibility, and to which he 
23 
therefore refers as "human truth." He speaks of the artist as one by 
whom "is wrought an imagined, consistent world of Art," and again he 
alludes to art as "the human world," implying a structure or construct, 
24 
rather than the mere overflow of intense emotion. The rules of 
imagination are the rules of the "inward life" or the process of life 
and growth, and therefore cannot be imposed from without. Coleridge 
refers to the body of art as "good sense," to its drapery as "fancy," 
to its life as "motion," and to its soul as "imagination."25 
20 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, p. 63; Coburn, p. 206. 
21 Allston, P• 13. See also pages 92-93, where Allston refers to 
the truth of the artist's "own individual mind superadded to that of 
nature, nay clothed upon besides by his imagination." 
22 Ibid., p. 94; Abrams, P• 117. 
23 Allston, P• 80-81. 
24 Ibid., PP• 109-110. 
25 Coleridge, P• 166. 
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,In Allston's theory it is imagination which can give unity 
to separate and distinct objects, and thus imagination becomes the 
26 
ministry of the Law of Harmony. 
Coleridge distinguishes fancy from imagination as "a mode of 
memory emancipated from the order of time and space:• but "receiving 
all its materials ready made from the law of association." He 
proposes both a ''primary" and "secondary" imagination, the function 
of the first as a "living power," a prime agent in all human perception 
and a "repetition in the finite mind of the etemal act of creation 
27 
in the infinite I AM. 11 A different "degree" of imagination co-exists 
with the conscious will which "dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in 
order to recreate; or where this process is rendered impossible, 
28 
yet still at all events it struggles to idealize and to unify." 
This power, is, for Co~eridge, ''vital," as opposed to the "fixed and 
29 
dead" quality of objectivity. Abrams refers to Coleridge's primary 
imagination as the process by which "all individual minds develop 
out into their perception of this universe." The secondary or 
re-creative imagination, he states, is found only in the "poet of 
30 
genius." 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
Allston, pp. 131, 146. 
See Abrams, p. 119. 
Ibid., p. 124. 
Coleridge, p. 159. 
Abrams, p. 282. 
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Allston appears to differ from Coleridge in his terminology but 
not essentially in his idea of the analogue of creation. He 
establishes three principles which distinguish the work of art from 
nature: originality, distinguishing the product of one author from 
that of all others; human or poetic truth, the quality with which 
the object is imbued with the mind of the author in imagination; 
and invention, of "any unpractised mode of presenting a subject, 
by the combination of entire objects already known, or by the union 
and modification of known but fragmentary parts into new and consistent 
forms." If his "originality" may be said to parallel Coleridge 1 s 
"primary imagination" as the individual perception, then he appears 
to have subdivided the function of the "secondary imagination" into 
the emotional response to objectivity, or the imbuing of the object 
with a human value, and the externalizing of that "poetic truth" 
by means of "invention." He further subdivides the process of invention 
as to its operation in the realm of the probable or of the possible, 
reserving art on the level of the latter for the designation "Ideal."31 
An additional principle is educed in the theory of Allston, which 
he designates as "unity, the synthesis of all," and which is 
achieved by the "intuitive powers," "which are above, and beyond, both 
d di ,32 the senses and the un erstan ng, which "separates the essential 
33 
accidental," proceeding from a part to the whole. from the 
31 Allston, P• 75. 
32 Ibid., 112. p. 
33 
Ibid., p. 132. 
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Criteria of Value in Art 
Coleridge establishes as a basis for judgment of art the 
criteria of perfection and originality. He distinguishes art from other 
activities as a "product of free choice," and further defines "fine 
. 34 
art" as the product of free choice and orig1nality." Perfection, 
he envisages as a possibility if all nature "were demonstrated to 
. . 35 be identical with the highest known 1ntell1gence. 11 
Allston agrees with Coleridge on the essentiality of "originality" 
36 
as that quality which distinguishes a "dead copy" from a work of art 
and implies Coleridge's "free choice" in his insistence that rules of 
art cannot be imposed from without but must originate exclusively in 
37 
the artist's own mind. 
He distinguishes three types of perfection in the areas of the 
physical, as beauty; in the area of the intellectual, as truth; and 
in the area of the spiritual, as goodness. This is not a disagreement 
with the concept of Coleridge, if the "all nature" of Coleridge may be 
construed to include the physical, intellectual and spiritual areas 
of human experience. Allston 1 s theory hinges on the question of 
perfection as in every other aspect of his system, on the dynamic 
concept of the reconciliation of opposing forces. Perfection in art 
34 Coburn, p. 297. 
35 Coleridge, p. 138. 
36 Allston, pp. 75, 77. 
37 Ibid., pp. 93, 111, 131, 136, 142. 
177 
would exist "where the outward and the inward are ao united that 
we cannot separate them." Allston maintains that "no approach to 
excellence. can ever be made if the idea of such a union be not 
constantly looked to by the artist as his ultimate aim."38 In this 
concept of excellence in the work of art there is involved for 
Allston, a careful and purposeful structuring of the work of art, 
and the unification of its parts into a "whole."39 This aspect of 
Allston·s theory distinguishes his concept of art from that of the 
"overflow of emotion," and allies him much more closely in spixit to 
Coleridge than to Wordsworth. 
In summarizing this brief comparison of Coleridge and Allston, 
the strong bond between the two minds in their basic philosophical 
principles is clearly evident. It is not surprising, therefore, that 
there appears to be little disagreement in the development of their 
criticism, Further comparisons might, of course be made, but they would 
very likely only further emphasize that two highly individualized 
minds, starting from similar major premises, have~e cted two 
original structures of thought, the one as a poet and literary critic 
the other as a painter-critic. 
38 I bid. , 83. p. 
39 !Did., 105. p. 
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PART FOUR 
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ALLSTON AS CRITIC 
CHAPTER FIFTEI!N. ALLSTON THE CRITIC 
The presentation of Allston's theory has indicated the extent 
to which he considers the question of the significance and relation-
ships of art; and the comparisons of his thought with that of other 
theorists has implied the originality of his conclusions. 1 But the 
quality and value of his theory is more readily apparent as it is 
examined for its scope and precision, for its coherence and applicability. 
In connection with such an examination, a consideration of the possible 
extent of Allston's influence on criticism contributes to an estimation 
of the value of his theory as well as to an appreciation of the stature 
of Allston the critic. 
A Critical Examination of Allston's Theory 
Allston provides for his critical theory a philosophical basis 
which considers the nature of man, the nature of knowledge, and the 
nature of value as related to a universe conceived as dynamic and in 
which nothing exists except as in a reconciliation of forces. While he 
does not use the expression, "the great analogy," he does establish as 
the basis of his theory a completely functional metaphor based on this 
2 
analogue. A clear and extensive philosophical statement of basic 
1 See Parts Two and Three, including Chapters Four through Fourteen. 
2 Coleridge uses this expression in the comment found on page 208 
of lihe Inquiring Spirit by Kathleen Coburn:"Were we to learn no other 
lesson from the "great analogy" it would be of value to have discovered 
the truth of the proposition that if by real creation is meant 
creation without presuppositions even the first accomplishments of the 
human spirit are not free creations." 
For a discussion of the analogy in the history of criticism, see 
Abrams, pp. 273-274. 
180 
181 
premises gives direction and precision to the development of 
Allston's thought. 
Because of its organic quality, Allston's theory is not limited 
to one avenue of approach to art, but provides for polysemous meanings 
and multiple orientations. Allston considers the work of art in 
relation to the artist, to the audience, to society and civilization and 
to the universe as well as examining it as an object existing in itself.3 
His theory, therefore, could not be considered per ~a theory of 
imitation, of expression, of communication, or even as a purely 
objective theory. It is obviously syncretic and embraces aspects of 
all these particular theories. In its basic postulates the general 
philosophical foundation which Allston establishes is found to be the 
. 4 innovative idea of organism on which he agrees with Coler~dge. 
The aesthetics which Allston provides takes into consideration the 
nature of the aesthetic object as to the subject or idea, the form 
and content, and the problem of materials and technique.S It develops 
a clearly defined exposition of the nature and characteristics of 
the aesthetic experience, and establishes the significance of this 
experience, not only to the individual, but to the State and to civ-
ilization itself. 6 Allston distinguishes what he considers to be 
legitimate criticism from that which he terms "false" and provides 
3 See Part Two. 
4 See Chapters Two and Fourteen, also Abrams pp. 124 ff. 
5 See Chapter Six. 
6 See Chapters Seven and Eight. 
basic principles for the criticism of art. Because of his interest in 
the development of art in the new nation, he considers the question 
of the preparation of the artist, and outlines the principles and 
general procedure of such an education. 7 
Some areas of Allston's thought are not extensively developed, 
but the seed thoughts are evident, with an indication of direction, so 
that not only does he establish with precision all the major principles 
of an aesthetic and educational theory, but he provides also for its 
possible adumbrations. 
It would be difficult to conceive of a theory which would 
provide for a greater coherence than the organically related theory 
of Allston. He has apparently required of the body of his thought 
the same organic quality which he requires of a work of visual art. 
Assuming as his basic postulate the nature of art~s a recapitulation 
of cosmogony, he proceeds to consider in relation to this postulate the 
nature of creative activity, which he is careful to refer to as 
11 invention 11 or "construction."B The phenomenological aspects of 
the work of art are developed as a complete logical system corres-
ponding to the faculties of the mind,,with a summation of the exper-
ience in intuition. The relationship of the work of art to the 
artist is established as a realization or original presentation, with 
the possibility of subsequent presentations to observers of various 
7 
8 
See Chapters Nine and Ten. 
See Chapter Five. 
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times and places, The individual work of art is organically related 
to a general world of art, or what Allston terms the "human world," 
considered in relation not only to the artist but to man generally 
and to society and civilization. 9 The circle of organic relationships 
is then completed by a return to the concept of the role of the artist 
10 
and its establishment as that of vates or seer. A role of such 
responsibility :involves adequacy of preparation for which Allston 
11 provides in his educational theory. 
A critical examination of Allston's theory fails to reveal any 
aspect which may exist in isolation from its relation to other areas 
or apart from the body of his thought as a whole. If his basic 
postulate is accepted, its logical,implications appear to have been 
coherently developed by Allston, 
The scope of Allston's theory, and the organic quality which 
it exhibits suggest its applicability. Because of its multiple 
orientation, it provides for the consideration of art from every 
angle, while directing and concentrating attention upon the world 
of art itself. With Coleridge, Allston has related art basically to 
that which he considers to be ultimate in human values, and from this 
point d'appui he provides for the consideration of art from a religious 
and ethical point of view, from a socio-historical, and psychological 
standpoint, while emphasizing the objective and formalistic aspects of 
art. 
9 See Chapters Six through Nine. 
10 See Abrams, P· 273. 
11 See Chapter Ten. 
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The ramifications of Allston's theory may be compared to the 
endogenous development of a tree. With its roots established and 
its main trunk developed, it is possible to relate the limbs, branches, 
and twigs, applying the theory to whatever particular aspect of art 
might be under surveillance; and thus it offers no problem in 
applicability. The demonstration which Allston provided in his 
actual contribution to criticism constitutes a test of the applicability 
of the theory, but it is evident that in its precision, its scope, its 
coherent texture, and its possible relationship to a range of thought 
from general principles to minutia of detail, Allston's theory is more 
than adequate. Its essential value to the critic must 
depend upon his acceptance or rejection of its basic postulates. 
Allston's Position in Nineteenth-Century Criticism 
It appears that Allston's prestige was built not only on his pre-
eminence as a painter but also on the value of his criticism, yet 
he did not contribute to the newspapers or magazines of his time. 
A consideration of the exact nature of Allston's contribution to 
criticism and the possible extent of his influence as critic contributes 
to an adequate estimation of the value of his critical theory and also 
to an adequate appreciation of the stature of Allston the critic. 
Allston's position as a critic in early nineteenth-century America 
was unique. He had returned to his homeland with the distinction of 
having received highest honors in England, and thus, with the weight 
of a great European reputation. 12 His professional ability and the 
12 See Chapters One and Three. 
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authority of his scholarly study of art could not be challenged by 
any other living American, nor could it have been equalled by any 
who had preceded him. He was well aware that public taste in matters 
of art desperately needed education and refinement, for he wrote to 
his friend, Gulian c. Verplanck, in 1824: "The finest speculations in 
the abstract will do little good where so many claim the liberty of 
having a taste of their own." This statement may possible provide a 
clue as to Allston's reticence in publishing his ideas in the period-
icals of his time. He must have recognized that the undaunted courage 
of his countrymen in that "spirit of enterprise which has prompted them 
to dash through every known and unknown sea," was not confined to the 
exploitation of the clipper ship. It seems very possible that with 
the quiet confidence of a scholar, he felt no urge to take on the cou-
rageous American public in debate on matters which might involve the 
ridicule of his opinion by those who were in no position to offer dis-
senting opinions, but whose "modesty as to matters where they have no 
means of information is not a very prominent one."13 
13 See Flagg, pp. 179-180. Allston writes to Verplanck concerning 
his friend's discourse on the arts, conmenting: "The view you take of 
the Fine Arts, as connected with the glory and improvement of our 
country, appears to me both just and important, and I cannot but hope 
that your strictures on our architecture will have a beneficial effect; 
at least they ought to produce it, and if read by all future committees 
whom our good people may appoint to overrule the designs of regular 
architects, they may possibly influence some sensible bricklayer or 
baker amongst them, and touch his presumption, to the great saving of 
his time, and the public expense. I do not know a surer way of teach-
ing our countrymen wisdom than by showing its economy. If they can be 
made to feel that money is really wasted on such piles as they are 
wont to cumber the ground with, they will perhaps be less liberal of 
their advice; and then we may expect some improvement." 
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It is possible that Allston felt that such writing would consume 
more time than he could spare. Flagg refers to his having referred 
to a copy of a Claude in the Louvre by G. L. Brown with enthusiasm. 
He was requested to put his statement in writing and this endorse-
ment, acoording to Flagg, enabled Brown to spend several years 
abroad, "and did much to establish his reputation."14 Allston may 
have foreseen that such endorsements might involve him in disappoint 
ments and rivalries as well as involving his time. 
Allston was, moreover, involved in financial difficulties almost 
from the moment he arrived in Boston, and he appears to have needed 
all the time available to extricate himself from these pressures. 15 
He had published many of his ideas on art in his poems, the American 
edition of which appeared in 1813, and he may have felt that the 
ideas would meet with a more favorable reception from the public and 
accomplish more in verse form than in critical essays. 
Whatever his reason may have been, Allston took a positive stand 
on writing for the newspapers, as explained in a letter to Cogdell, 
dated February 27, 1832: 
I never write for the newspapers on any subject. I have been often 
solicited to write notices on various works of art that have come 
before the public but these requests I have uniformly declined. 
Nor can I write now, for it is several years since that, for 
imperative reasons, I came to the resolution never to write either 
notice or criticism for newspaper, magazine, or Review, on any 
work by a living artist, and this resolution I have repeatedly 
expressed in public. Perhaps some of my friends may write a 
notice of your group. But I can render you better service in con-
versation, which you may be assured,I shall not fail to do. 
14 Flagg, pp. 244-245. 
15 See Chapter Three. 
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Allston's letter to Cogdell explains that,as critic, Allston 
chose to use the medium of conversation as a means of extending his 
influence. The fact that he did this is confirmed by a number of 
letters written in appreciation of Allston, among them being one 
from Joshua H. Hayward. Hayward describes the nature of Allston's 
conversations, pointing out that the artist was "remarkably fond of 
conversing upon art--its principles, objects, and means to be used 
to attain it." Hayward further comments that these "conversations 
were of such a nature as to produce as strong an impression of his 
knowledge and power as was experienced when viewing the greatest works 
of his hand."17 Since the favorite topic of Allston's conversation 
was the philosophy and theory of his art, there can be no question 
but that the great impression he made upon the minds of his day could 
be attributed to these conversations as critic.l8 Allston may very 
well have concluded that ideas well planted in good ground provide 
a more bountiful harvest than if scattered broadcast, to be trampled 
upon by the indifferent multitude. 
It would be impossible to trace the avenues through which 
Allston's thought may have traveled during the nineteenth century, as 
from the personal contacts of a lifetime the lines of influence ex-
tended into the future. The enumeration of only a few of those whom 
17 
18 
Flagg, p. 379. 
See Chapter Three, also Isham, p. 108. 
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he influenced, and a reminder of their position in the social 
structure of the period will serve to indicate that Allston's influence 
was extensive and important. His unique position as a critic and 
connoisseur is made apparent by a letter from his friend, Leonard 
Jarvis, written in January of 1835, and which also alludes to the 
weight of Allston's influence in behalf of Greenou9h. Jarvis wrote: 
A proposition is before the senate to purchase for the decora-
tion of the President's house a collection of pictures which 
were exhibited in this city last year and which had previously, 
I believe, gone 'the rounds of our principle cities. You 
undoubtedly saw or heard of them when in Boston and I want to 
have you afford to me the benefit of your judgment respecting 
them. I kno~w what I am asking and that you will wish me 
and my request to Jerico so you will perceive that I am sin-
ning with my eyes open, But there is not a single individual 
in either house who is competent to pronounce upon the orig-
inality or the value of these paintings and you are abundantly 
able to enlighten us upon both subjects, I enclose you a 
catalogue and will give you my promise that your opinion shall 
be kept secret if you desire it and shall only serve for my own 
guidance. 
I have been looking over not overlooking Dunlop's book and find 
that Mr. Cooper arrogates to himself the credit of having 
procured for Greenough the order for the statue of Washington. 
The presumption of some men is excessive. Cooper had no more 
influence in bringing forward Greenough's name or procuring his 
employment than the Archbishop of Canterbury. I never heard 
his name mentioned in relation to this subject. Your friend 
Verplanck and myself brought forward a proposition in consequence 
of the high praise you had bestowed upon Greenough and I am 
sure if I had not known~yur opinion I would not have ventured to 
insist as I did upon the employment of Greenough, It is there-
fore to you and to you alone that the thanks of your brother 
artist are due. 
A further indication of the importance of Allston's criticism 
appears in the correspondence between Jarvis and Allston regarding 
the idea of Greenough for the statue of Washington, and the urgent 
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invitation of the president that Allston journey to Washington to 
confer with him and the committee regarding this project. 19 Among 
other men in public life whom Allston must have influenced was 
Charles Sumner, whose opinion of Allston was presented in his Phi 
Beta Kappa address of 1846. 20 William Story relates that one evening 
he was taken to Allston's home by Sumner, and on this visit he comments: 
Then, under the spell of his delightful conversation the hours 
passed like moments. He talked of art and filled my mind with 
delightful visions; gave living anecdotes and reminiscences of 
the great men of England whom he had known; discoursed of 
pictures and galleries, of Titian and Raffaelle, and all the 
great names of art, which were then only names, and I left him 
after midnight with my brain afir2! feeling as if a wondrous 
world had been opened before me. 
The influence of Allston touched a number of important literary 
figures of his time. The closest and most intimate friend of 
Allston's Cambridgeport days was undoubtedly Richard Henry Dana, Sr. 
Dana refers to his feeling for Allston in a letter to William Cullen 
Bryant, written in 1841: 
I have put your quiet thoughtful twilight piece • • • into my 
pocket-book to show to Allston and my brother when I shall see 
them this week. They are almost the only persons here with 
whom I'm acquainted, who understandingly sympathize with me 
in these things. 
19 Louis McLane, Secretary of State, wrote to Allston on May 
1834, informing him of the president's wish, and stating that 
Allston's expenses would be paid to Washington if his engagements 
would permit the visit. 
15, 
20 See Chapter Three. 
21 Flagg, pp. 388-389. 
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Dana's sons, Richard Henry Dana Jr., and Edmund, who grew up as 
relatives of Allston,.must have been influenced by this much-admired 
uncle. While not closely associated with Allston in later life, the 
importance of Allston's influence on Washington Irving should not be 
overlooked, for this was not an ordinary friendship but one which 
22 
continued long after the close intimacy of the year 1805 in Rome. 
Other writers who came within the sphere of Allston's influence 
included the Peabody sisters and Margaret Fuller. Sophia Peabody 
studied with Allston and copied his paintings as a means of income. 
It would be somewhat surprising if ideas she received from Allston 
were not shared with Hawthorne. Elizabeth Palmer Peabody published 
her tribute to Allston, and bound with ~ Evening with Allston appears 
her lecture delivered in Boston in 1860 on "The Identification of the 
23 Artisan and the Artist, the Proper Object of American Education." 
There is a close affinity between the ideas on art expressed in this 
lecture and those of Allston, as, for instance, in Miss Peabody's 
observation: "For it is not the material in which a man works that 
determines his place as an artist, but the elevation and fitness or the 
truth his work communicates." 24 Miss Peabody refers to the action 
of the Massachusetts State Legislature requiring a drawing school in 
every town of 5,000 inhabitants! and urges that the children be 
22 Sweetser, pp. 47-49. Irving says of Allston in Rome: "It was 
there he taught me this golden rule: never to judge of any work of 
art by its defects; a rule as wise as benevolent; and one that while 
it has spared me much pain, has widened my sphere of pleasure." 
23 
See Chapter Three 
24 Peabody, p. 294. 
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prepared for these schools by kindergarten training.25 In this 
preparatory course, Miss Peabody insists that there should be no 
mechanical imitations, "no patterns," but that a method should be used 
in which "the children are led on to act from their own thoughts by first 
26 
acting from the teacher's suggestion or directing of their thoughts," 
a theory only recently rein, troduced to American art education. 
That Emerson regarded Allston highly is evident from the comment 
noted in his Journal that he would like Allston as a professor in his 
27 
college. Further indication of his regard appears in a comment in 
the~ of January, 1841, in which E erson lists Allston with Homer 
and Shakespeare among artists who did not"foresee and design all the 
effects they produced. The possible influence of Allston on Emerson's 
thought can be only suggested at this time, but it is evident that the 
ideas of the two on the subject of art and the relation between man 
and nature are in many respects similar. Both theorists hold ideas 
similar to those of Cole~idge. 
The importance of S. F. B. Morse in the establishing of the National 
Academy of Design has been well established, 28 but Morse's indebtedness 
to Allston has been ignored in the discussion of Morse's contribution, 
even though Morse repeatedly acknowledged his obligations. The tie between 
25 Peabody, p. 333. See Frederick M. Logan, Growth 2f ~in 
American Schools {New York: Harper & Brothers, 1955), pp. 19-24. 
The interest of Horace Mann in art education may be related to Allston 
through the Peabody sisters. 
26 Peabody, pp. 338-339. See also, Viktor' Lowenfeld, Creative and 
Mental Growth(New York: The Macmillan Company), pp. 1-85. 
27 See Chapter Three. 
28 Logan, pp. 34-39. 
Morse and Allston was closer than friendship or even a teacher-pupil 
relationship, for Allston referred to Morse as "his child." 29 To 
Allston, it will be remembered, Morse went as the comet to the sun 
30 for light. The first painting received by the art gallery of Yale 
in 1864 was a painting by Allston which was donated by Morse, and the 
inventor never abandoned his interest in art, continuing to teach at 
the academy and serving as a professor of fine arts in New York 
University until his death. 31 Morse was Allston's pupil; from Allston 
_he must have received his technical training and his philosophy and 
theory of art, and thus, through Morse Allston's critical theory must 
have exerted a definite influence.32 
Reference has been made to the indebtedness of the English critic, 
33 
T. M. Greene to Allston for ideas which he used in his lectures. The 
influence of Allston's theory in the Royal Academy must have been 
extended by his pupil, Charles R. Leslie, also, who served as prof-
essor of painting in that institution. Leslie's letter to Allston, 
written in 1830, indicates the significance of Allston's critical 
theory in Leslie's opinion: 
When I recur to our former intimacy, I feel sure it is to 
you I owe my first relish for all the best qualities in 
Art. Many of your maxims that I was not capable of comprehend-
ing when I heard them, now come home to me with the fullest 
conviction of their truth. 
29 Flagg, p. 238. 
30 See Chapter Three. 
31 Walter Pach, The Art Museum in America, ill_ History and 
Achievement (New York: Pantheon Books Inc., 1948), pp. 34-39. 
32 Ibid., p. 52. Note that while Pach establishes the signif-
icance ~orse's contribution, he makes no reference to Allston. 
33 See Chapter Three. 
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There is a possibility of establishing connections between 
Allston's ideas and the distinctive contribution of Harvard Univer-
34 
sity to the study of art, for Charles Eliot Norton grew up among 
men who were friends of Allston and he, himself, apparently had 
enjoyed Allston's conversations, for he wrote of the days when he 
used to visit frequently at the Ticknor•·s: 
There is no such good talk now-a-days, as there used to be at 
pis table, with Frank Gray and Prescott and Allston, and 
Everett and my father taking part in it. They were gentlemen of 
a breed never common; and now, rare.35 
In the circle of Allston's New England friends must be included 
the names of Pickering, Amory, Dexter, Channing, Felton, Appleton, and 
Longfellow, a list already sufficiently long enough to indicate that 
Allston the critic was in the center and close to the heart of what 
has been termed by Brooks "The New England Renaissance. "36 His 
influence as philosopher-critic could not have been entirely negligible 
in the movement. 
As critic, Allston's influence,. through his writings 'may well 
have been significant," observes John P. Simoni, upon "such young men 
as Clarence Cook and William James Stillman." Thus, through these 
younger critics who made major contributions to art criticism in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century, Allston's influence may have 
continued. 
34 See Pach, pp. 60-61. 
35 Charles Eliot Norton, Letters of Charles Eliot Norton(Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1913) p. 351. 
36 Brooks, p. 43. 
37 Simoni, p. 16. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN. ALLSTON'S CRITICISM 
In Allston's contacts with his friends and in discussions on art 
with his pupils, he shared the pleasure which art always provided for 
him. The examples which he has left of his criticism are occasionally 
of a judiciary nature but are for the most part devoted to an effort to 
unveil qualities in the work of art which might escape the attention of 
the observer, but which are essential for its appreciation. Such is his 
criticism of the paintings of Ostade in which he invites his readers to 
share in a sensitive delight in color and form. Allston writes: 
The interior of a Dutch cottage forms the scene of Ostade's work, 
preaenting something between a kitchen and a stable. Its principal 
object is the carcass of a hog, newly washed and hung up to dry; 
subordinate to which is a woman nursing an infant; the accessories, 
various garments, pots, kettles, and other culinary utensils. 
The bare enumeration of these coarse materials would naturally pre-
dispose the mind of one, unacquainted with the Dutch school, to ex-
pect any thing but pleasure; indifference, not to say disgust, 
would seem to be the only possible impression from a picture com-
posed of such ingredients. And such, indeed, would be their ef-
fect under the hand of any but a real Artist. Let us look into the 
picture and follow Ostade's mind, as it leaves its impress on the 
several objects. Observe how he spreads his principal light, from 
the suspended carcass to the surrounding objects, moulding it, so 
to speak, into agreeable shapes, here by extending it to a bit of 
drapery, there to an earthen pot; then connecting it, by the flash 
from a brass kettle, with his second light, the woman and child; 
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and again turning the eye into the dark recesses through a labyrinth 
of broken chairs, old baskets, roosting fowls, and bits of straw, 
till a glimpse of sunshine, from a half-open window, gleams on the 
eye, as it were, like an echo, and sending it back to the principal 
object, which now seems to act on the mind as the luminous source 
of all these diverging lights. But the magical whole is not yet 
completed; the mystery of color has been called in to the aid of 
light, and so subtly blends that we can hardly separate them; at 
least, until their united effect has first been felt, and after we 
have begun the process of cold analysis. Yet even then we cannot 
long proceed before we find the charm returning; as we pass from 
the blaze of light on the carcass, where all the tints of the prism 
seem to be faintly subdued, we are met on its borders by the dark 
harslet, glowing like rubies; then we repose awhile on the white 
cap and kerchief of the nursing mother; then we are roused again 
by the flickering strife of the antagonist colors on a blue jacket 
and red petticoat; then the strife is softened by the low yellow 
of a straw-bottomed chair; and thus with alternating excitement 
and repose do we travel through the picture, till the scientific 
explorer loses the analyst in the unresisting passiveness of a 
poetic dream. Now all this will no doubt appear to many, if not 
absurd, at least exaggerated; but not so to those who have ever 
felt the sorcery of color. They, we are sure, will be the last 
to question the character of the feeling because of the ingredients 
which worked the spell, and, if true to themselves, they must call 
it poetry. (89, 90) 
As an example of the significance of abstract form in painting, and 
the emotional appeal of color harmonies, Allston criticizes the "Mar-
riage at Cana" of Veronese, coumenting: 
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It is no disparagement of this remarkable picture, if we consider 
the subject, not according to the title it bears, but as what the 
Artist has actually made it,--that is, as a Venetian entertainment, 
and also the effect intended, which was to delight by the exhibition 
of a gorgeous pageant. And in this he has succeeded to a degree un-
exampled; for literally the eye may be said to dance through the 
picture, scarcely lighting on one part before it is drawn to another, 
and another, and another, as by a kind of witchery; while the sub-
tile interlocking of each successive novelty leaves it no choice, 
but, seducing it onward, still keeps it in motion, till the giddy 
sense seems to call on the Imagination to join in the revel; and 
every poetic temperament answers to the call, bringing visions of 
its own, that mingle with the painted crowd, exchanging forms, and 
giving them voice, like the creatures of a dream. (145) 
The further ·comment of the critic, writing before the middle of the 
nineteenth century, is significant, for criticism of this period was often 
based merely on sentimental associations: 
To those who have never seen this picture, our account of its ef-
fect may perhaps appear incredible when they are told, that it not 
only has no story, but not a single expression to which you can at-
tach a sentiment. It is nevertheless for this very reason that we 
here cite it, as a triumphant verification of those immutable laws 
of the mind to which the principles of Composition are supposed to 
appeal; where the simple technic exhibition, or illustration of 
Principles, without story, or thought, or a single definite expres-
sion, has still the power to possess and to fill us with a thousand 
delightful emotions. (145) 
Allston, who had crossed the Atlantic four times in sailing ves-
sels, and had experienced storms at sea, could feel the excitement in 
one of Vernet 1 s "Storms at Sea," and this he coDDDUnicates to his read-
ers in a brief paragraph of succinct criticism: 
A dark leaden atmosphere prepares us for something fearful: sud-
denly a scene of tumult, fierce, wild, disastrous, bursts upon 
us! and we feel the shock drive, as it were, every other thought 
from the mind: the terrible vision now seizes the imagination, 
filling it with sound and motion: we see the clouds fly, the fur-
ious waves one upon another dashing in conflict, and rolling, as 
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if in wrath, towards the devoted ship: the wind blows from the 
canvas; we hear it roar through her shrouds; her masts bend like 
twigs, and her last forlorn hope, the close reefed foresail, streams 
like a tattered flag; a terrible fascination still constrains us to 
look and a dim, rocky shore looms on her lee: then comes the dread-
ful cry of "Breaker's ahead!" the crew stand appalled and the mas-
ter's trumpet m"soundless at his lips. This is the uproar of nature, 
and we feel it to be true; for here every line, every touch, has a 
meaning. The ragged clouds, the huddled waves, the prostrate ship, 
though forced by contrast into the sharpest angles, all agree, op-
posed as they se~-revolving harmony out of apparent discord. And 
this is Genius, which no criticism can ever disprove. 
Not every mind, Allston observes, can enter into an experience such 
as is required by Michelangelo of his audience in the statue of "Dawn." 
He insists that there must be some degree of sympathy between the mind 
of the observer and the mind of the author of a work of art, and that the 
degree of the impression which is made by the work of art is necessarily 
dependent on that congeniality. "Should it appear, then," he insists, 
"to any one as a thing of no meaning, it is not therefore conclusive that 
the Artist has failed." He continues: 
For if there be but one in a thousand to whose mind it recalls the 
deep stillness of Night, gradually broken by the awakening stir of 
Day, with its myriad forms of life emerging into motion, while their 
lengthened shadows,· undistinguished from their objects, seem to peo-
ple the earth with gigantic beings; then the dim, gray monotony of 
color transforming them to stone, yet leaving them in motion, till 
the whole scene becomes awful and mysterious as with moving 
statues;--if there be but one in ten thousand who shall have 
thus imagined, as he stands before this embodied Dawn, then 
is it, for every purpose of feeling through the excited imagin-
ation, as true and real as if instinct with life, and possess-
ing the mind by its living will. Nor is the number so rare of 
those who have thus felt the suggestive sorcery of this sublime 
statue. But the mind so influenced must be one to respond to 
sublime emotions, since such was the emotion which inspired the 
Artist. If susceptible only to the gay and beautiful, it will 
not answer. For this is not the Aurora of golden purple, of 
laughing flowers and jewelled dew-drops; but the dark Enchant-
ress, enthroned on rocks, or craggy mountains, and whose proper 
empire is the shadowy confines of light and darkness. 
How all this is done, we shall not attempt to explain. Perhaps 
the Artist himself could not answer; as to the quo~ in every 
particular, we doubt if it were possible to satisfy another. He 
may tell us, indeed, that having imagined certain appearances and 
effects peculiar to the Time, he endeavoured to imbue, as it were, 
some human form with the sentiment they awakened, so that the e~ 
bodied sentiment should associate itself in the spectator's mind 
with similar images; and further endeavoured, that the form se-
lected should, by its air, attitude, and gigantic proportions, 
also excite the ideas of vastness, solemnity, and repose; adding 
to this that indefinite expression, which, while it is felt to act, 
still leaves no trace of its indistinct action. So far, it is true, 
he may retrace the process; but of the informing life that quick-
ened. his fiction, thus presenting the presiding Spirit of that omi-
nous Time, he knows nothing, but that he felt it, and imparted it 
to the insensible marble. (133-134) 
A brief criticism of the "Farnese Hercules" points out that the 
"unlearned spectator of the present day" may not be able to see in this 
statue the demigod of ancient Greece, but he cannot doubt that it re-
presents some superior being "of more than mortal powers." Allston co~ 
menta: 
Perhaps the attempt to give form and substance to a pure Idea was 
never so perfectly accomplished as in this wonderful figure. Who 
has ever seen the ocean in repose, in its awful sleep, that smooths 
it like glass, yet cannot level its unfathomed swell~ So seems to 
us the repose of this tremendous personification of strength: the 
laboring eye heaves on its slumbering sea of muscles, and trembles 
like a skiff as it passes over them: but the silent intimations of 
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the spirit beneath at length become audible; the startled imagina-
tion hears it in its rage, sees it in motion, and sees its resist-
less might in the passive wrecks that follow the uproar. And this 
from a piece of marble, cold, immovable, lifeless: Surely there 
is that in man, which the senses cannot reach, nor the plumb of 
the understanding sound. (99) 
A second classical statue of antiquity is criticized by Allston in 
prose of an entirely different quality as expressive of an entirely dif· 
ferent emotional experience. He is inviting his audience to contemplate 
the "Apollo Belvedere" as he observes: 
In this supernal being, the human form seems to have been assumed 
as if to make visible the harmonious confluence of the pure ideas 
of grace, fleetness, and majesty; nor do we think it too fanciful 
to add celestial splendor for such, in effect, are the thoughts 
which crowd or rather rush, into the mind on first beholding it. 
Who that saw it in what may be called the place of its glory, the 
Gallery of Napoleon, ever thought of it as a man, much less as a 
statue; but did not feel rather as if the vision before him were 
of another world,--of one who had just lighted on the earth, and 
with a step so ethereal, that the next instant he would vault in-
to the air? If I may be permitted to recall the impression which 
it made on myself, I know not that I could better describe it than 
as a sudden intellectual flash, filling the whole mind with light--
and light in motion. It seemed to the mind what the first sight of 
the sun is to the senses, as it emerges from the Ocean; when from a 
point of light the whole orb at once appears to bound from the 
waters, and to dart its rays, as by a visible explosion, through 
the profound of space. But, as the deified Sun, how completely is 
the conception verified in the thoughts that follow the effulgent 
original and its marble counterpart: Perennial youth, perennial 
brightness, follow them both. Who can imagine the old age of the 
sun? As soon may we think of an old Apollo. Now all this may be 
ascribed to the imagination of the beholder. Granted,••yet will 
it not thus be explained away. For that is the very faculty ad-
dressed by every work of Genius,•-whose nature is suggestive, and 
only when it excites to or awakens congenial thoughts and emotions, 
filling the imagination with corresponding images, does it attain 
its proper end. The false and the commonplace can never do this. 
(100-101) 
There is no question that Allston, in his personal study of the 
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works he has criticized, carried his analysis further, for he had mastered 
the canons by which Michelangelo achieved the majesty of his figures, and 
used it himself in his painting of "The Dead Man Revived. ,l He had 
analyzed the colors and the technical procedures of the Venetians and 
had arrived at his own original theory of color based on intensive 
study of the paintings which he admired. 2 But the criticisms which 
have been quoted were made by him to illustrate certain points he was 
developing in his lectures, and they may be understood, in no instance, 
to constitute what he might have considered a complete critical analysis 
of a work of art. 
One common quality may be observed in all of the examples cited 
and that is Allston's approach to the work as a whole. He never permits 
the precise individuality of the unique work before him to be lost 
sight of in a pedantic analysis of minutia. He preserves for his 
audience the legitimate aesthetic experience of art. 
Judicial Criticism 
Because of Allston's exhaustive study of continental galleries and 
his retentive memory, he was in a position to judge, to make comparisons, 
and to give advice to his colleagues and to young artists on problems of 
art criticism. One example of his opinion on attributions appears in 
a letter to Charles Leslie, dated November 9, 1836. Allston appealed 
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to Leslie in behalf of his friend Amory to examine and recommend for sale 
1 
2 
See Chapters two and Seventeen. 
Flagg, p. 102. 
three paintings which Amory had inherited, and which he had recently 
shipped to a dealer in London. One of them, Allston was confident 
was a "Claude." "No other man ever painted such an atmosphere as is 
there," Allston COillllented, and continued: 
Of the Salvator Rosa--I have too little acquaintance with Salva-
tor's hand to say whether it is by him or not. But if it is not 
by him it must be an original by some other master; it does not 
look like a copy. But by whomsoever it may be, I think it is a 
very fine picture. And so it seems to have been thought by 
others, having been sold many years since in Paris for two thou-
sand dollars, and at a time when the English were not there, and 
of course money more scarce. It went thence to Switzerland. 
The Backhuysen, so far as I am acquainted with the master, appears 
to be genuine. And this, too, if not a Backhuysen, I would ven-
ture to say is no copy. (Flagg, 212) 
Allston had highly recommended his friend Greenough for the execu-
tion of a statue of Washington to be placed in the United States Capitol. 
The sketch of the proposed work which Greenough submitted raised some 
serious questions in Washington and Allston's friend Leonard Jarvis wrote 
to ask Allston's opinion. The criticisms which Allston made, had they 
been carried out, it would seem, would have obviated some of the serious 
defects which have been found in Greenough's work. His observations 
must be considered, he insisted, only as suggestions, and not as dicta-
tiona, for he was the last man who would "dictate to a brother artist," 
adding, "neither my principles nor disposition would allow me to do it, 
especially to one of Greenough's genius." "No man of genius!' maintained 
Allston, 'ever worked successfully from the mere dictation of another." 
Allston commented: 
My notion of the statue of 
is, in a few words, this: 
us as an active agent, but 
a great modern who has actually lived, 
It should not bring the person before 
simply as the man whose deeds and vir-
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tues have passed into history, and who is already known to 
us by his deeds and virtues. To this effect, the most per-
fect repose seems to me essential in Washington, especially 
(no conscious action should break it), whose name alone fills 
the mind with his history. If any man can be said to repose 
in the fullness of his glory, it is he; for nothing in his 
great mission has been left imperfect; all has been done, and 
is in the past. We need alone the man as a visible object of 
our love and veneration. 
Should this notion be approved and adopted by Greenough, there 
needs but a slight alteration, as I have already observed, as 
far as concerns the attitude, to realize it; and that is (the 
alteration) to give rest to the uplifted hand and arm. I mean 
to bring the hand down, so as to rest on some part of his per-
son, or on the chair. I know not that the hand which holds the 
sword need be altered, but I doubt the propriety of the antique 
sword. A scroll would answer for the composition quite as well, 
besides being more appropriate. 
As to the matter of the costume, whether the figures should appear in 
"modern dress" or draped, Allston refused to coomit himself. But he 
was clear that if the figure was draped, "the breast and arms should 
be draped, which might well be done by a classic tunic with sleeves."3 
Formal and technical criticism is given to Cogdell on a work of 
sculpture, indicating Allston's acute observations of details• After 
complimenting Cogdell on the general conception and expression of his 
group, he continues: 
3 
Now (as I suppose you will wish me to do) I will point out 
the faults, but you must not be frightened at the list, since 
they are only the faults of inexperience. The principal de-
fect is in the disposition of the drapery, the lines of which 
are too often repeated, and too abrupt; that is, the folds are 
too small and cut up, instead of being large, varied, and flow-
ing. The horizontal lines also across the mother's body have 
an ill effect, and disturb the action of the limbs, which should 
Allston to Jarvis, June, 1834. 
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always in sculpture be indicated, however faintly, by some 
slight correspondence in the folds that drape them. The 
next is the costume. The puffs on the arms and the folds 
on the breast are modern. The sleeves should have been plain--
so the drapery on the chest. The right shoulder of the boy is 
out of its place; it could not be so far projected without dis-
location, or breaking the clavicle. The protrusion of his 
tongue is not in good taste, for though this may be physical-
ly true of one dying of thirst, it is one of those unpleasant 
truths that should be avoided in art. Then you should have 
given him more beauty•-I mean of face. The mother's leg is 
a little too short. Of the defect of her raised arm I saw no-
thing, it having been injured, as you mentioned, in the cast-
ing. These faults, however, as I have already observed, are 
the faults of inexperience, and such as more practice and the 
study of good models would veryi,aasily enable you to avoid. 
I would recommend your procuring prints from the antique 
bas-reliefs of Greece and Rome; the Admiranda Romanorum of 
Santo Bartoli, and Lope's Grecian Costume. The first perhaps 
could not be had except from Italy; the last you will get from 
England. 
It could not be supposed that a critic capable of pointing out 
the defects in a work of his friend in sculpture would not have been 
equally able to criticise the works of his colleagues in painting, but 
Allston felt that little could be gained by "turning over the faults 
4 
of others." His attitude in criticism was saturated with the color 
of his entire philosophy and therefore was related to the development 
of the human personality making its contribution by the removal of ob-
stacles in the way of its apprehension and enjoyment of value. 
4 Flagg, p. 417; see also Monaldi, p. 24. 
202 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ALLSTON AS CRITIC 
The quality of Allston's theory, the effectual application 
which he made of it during his lifetime, and its subsequent influence, 
justifies the conclusion that Allston as critic is deserving of more 
recognition than he has to date received. Contemporary estimates of 
the significance of Ruskin and Coleridge in nineteenth century 
criticism serve to point up the relative value of Allston's contribution; 
and a summary of his original contributions as a critic present the 
final evidence educed in this critical study as to the stature of 
Washington Allston as critic. 
Allston and Contemporary Estimation of Coleridge and Ruskin 
With increasing clarity, contemporary criticism appears to 
recognize the significance of Samuel Taylor Coleridge as a critic. 
M. H. Abrams refers to Coleridge's concept of the imagination as the 
"first important channel for the flow of organicism into the stream 
of English aesthetics." To the lifeless machine which Descartes had 
left to posterity, Coleridge, according to Abrams, opposed objections 
1 
similar to those of Alfred North Whitehead. 
F. 0. Matthiessen acknowledges his personal debt to Coleridge 
as "the leading practitioner" of his time in the type of criticism 
which is made by an artist on his own craft. Coleridge, he believes, 
was "the immediate stimulus" to the theory of &nerson on the organic 
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nature of language and expression. To the influence of Coleridge, largely 
1 Abrams, p. 169. 
through the edition of his work brought out by President Marsh in 
1819, may be traced in large part, according to Matthiessen, the 
2 American transcendental movement. 
Coleridge is criticized by T. S. Eliot for leaving the subject 
of art or the data of criticism to engage in a 1IDetaphysical hare and 
hounds." Yet for him, Coleridge remains "perhaps the greatest of 
English critics, and in a sense, the last."3 
In Coleridge !! Criti£, Sir Herbert Read gives to Coleridge the 
credit, with Navalis and Kierkegaard, for completing the "glittering 
pinnacles" of the mansion of thought begun by Kant.4 Coleridge, Read 
maintains, was not engaged in routine academic criticism, but in a 
"revolution of thought such as only occurs once or twice in a millen-
ium. "5 The quality of Coleridge 1 s thought, which, in Read 1 s estimation 
places him in a rank "head and shoulders above every other English 
critic," is his introduction of a philosophical basis for criticism. 6 
Coleridge appears to have anticipated certain aspects of contemporary 
theory, Read finds, such as his idea of the imagination, now proved 
7 psychologically sound. Read points out that Coleridge 
2 Matthiessen, p. 6. 
3 T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood (London, Methuen & Co., 1932), p. l. 
4 Herbert Read, Colerdise !! Critic, p. ll. 
5 Ibid., 15. p. 
6 Ibid., 16. p. 
7 Ibid., 23. P· 
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suggests also the contemporary psychological hypothesis of the collective 
unconscious, "a deep store of phyletic experience to which the poet 
8 
has direct access and of which he is the inspired exponent." Long 
before the theory of empathy was formulated, Coleridge, according 
to Read, developed a theory of imitation of that which is "within the 
9 
thing," and the idea that "to know is to resemble." Before Kirkegaard 
was born, Coleridge had formulated an existentialist philosophy, Read 
10 
affirms, and the angst or horror of nothingness. For Read the 
Biographia Literaria is the sourcebook and "quasi-sacred scripture" 
of the school of criticism to which he adheres, and he finds its 
author to be "one of the most instructive geniuses that ever lived. ,ll 
To many aspects of Coleridge's thought he finds "the philosophy of 
12 
of our time is busily returning." 
William Van O'Connor finds Coleridge to be so integrally a 
part of the preconceptions of contemporary criticism that there is, 
he believes, no critic at the present time who is not greatly in-
debted to Coleridge. O'Connor concludes with the significant statement: 
"In this sense, then, the new criticism is not new--it is a continuation 
13 
of nineteenth-century English criticism." 
8 Ibid., p. 27. 
9 
Ibid., p. 27. 
10 l.IUJl., 30. p. 
11 Coleridge, The Innocent Eye, p. 213. 
12 
Ibid., p. 23. 
13 
William Van O'Connor, An Age of Criticism, (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery Company, 1952), p. 162. 
It is not necessary to make a comparison between Allston and 
Coleridge in reference to each of these specific comments by con-
temporary critics, for the basic similarity between Coleridge's 
theory and that of Allston has been demonstrated in Chapter Fourteen 
of this dissertation. It would appear, therefore, that the contempor-
ry criticism of Coleridge as a literary critic would apply equally 
to Allston in the field of art criticism. 
In this connection, however, it must be noted that Allston's 
position must also be related to the prominent English art critic of 
the nineteenth century, John Ruskin. Sir Herbert Read has discussed 
the contribution of this critic in The Innocent ~. and as an 
introduction to his subject he comments: ·~eople still do not realize 
how primitive the criticism of art is in this country." He affirms 
that this criticism is not only lacking in scientific methods, but that 
it lacks also as a "logical activity." He points out, however, that 
the situation was even worse in the time of Ruskin, when criticism 
consisted merely of sentimental accounts of the associations which a 
work of art might arouse. To Ruskin he gives the credit for first 
insisting upon the defirition of philosophical terms applying to art 
14 
and the psychological concepts involved. He considers Ruskin's 
essay on "The Nature of the Gothic" to be the greatest essay in art 
15 
criticism to have been written in the English language. On the 
14 Herbert Read, The Innocent~ (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 
1947), p. 241. 
15 Ibid., p. 242. 
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basis of Ruskin's contribution to art criticism, Read finds no 
other writer, with the possible exception of Hegel, who compares 
with Ruskin in the value of his insights. It was perceptive truth 
rather than a complete and logical system which Ruskin contributed, 
Read affirms. Ruskin required in criticism, according to Read, a 
sensitive re-creative approach to the work of art itself in place of 
16 judgment based on "taste." He interceded, Read observes, for the 
aesthetic object, translating its visual imagery into recognizable 
verbal equivalents so that his readers could go to the work of art 
to see what before had been unperceived. 
While, Read finds, re-creative criticism was an innovation in 
English criticism at the time of Ruskin, it is apparent that it was 
not unknown in America, since it was pre-eminently the type of 
criticism taught and exemplified by Washington Allston. Moreover, 
if the derivations of Ruskin's method were sought, it is possible 
that they might relate to Allston; for the beloved and intimate friend 
of Ruskin, the man whom he regarded as his "tutor" in art, was Charles 
Eliot Norton, of Cambridge, Massachusetts. Norton had grown up 
among Bostonians who respected the aegis of Allston, and it is not 
impossible that he may have drawn from the conversations and writings 
of Allston for the formulation of his own ideas on art and art 
education. 17 Norton's relationship to Allston remains to be studied. 
16 Ibid., pp. 239-241. 
17 See Chapter Sixteen. 
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The Original Contributions of Allston 
While aspects of Allston's thought are clearly related to the ideas 
of other critics of his period, notably Coleridge, there are character-
istics which are uniquely his own. A summary of the salient facts in 
his career and a consideration of the original contributions of Allston 
bring into fuller relief the profile of this unassuming American critic 
whose important contribution to criticism has so long been ignored. 
PART ONE of this dissertation, inquiring as to the biographical 
data concerning Allston, has established the following observations: 
1. Allston cannot rightfully be considered as contributing to the 
development of a so-called New England mind, or to a type of criticism 
which may be characterized as pertaining to puritanical or provincial 
backgrounds. Born into a wealthy patrician family, provided in 
childhood and youth with every social and educational advantage, he 
does not fit into the general concept of the average American scholar 
at the turn of the century. 
2. Allston was unflagging in his application to his profession and 
was not self-indulgent either socially or with money. The idea that 
he could paint as he wished because he was financially independent is 
erroneous, as well as the idea that he neglected his art once he had 
the money in hand that was advanced in payment. His health was 
permanently impaired when he returned to America, and that disability, 
together with the pressure of debt, interfered with his productivity 
in painting. 
3. Allston focused his unusual intellectual faculties upon the 
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study of the history and principles of art and its significance in 
human life. He developed his theory of art contemporaneously with 
his achievement of technical proficiency, establishing this theory 
while in Rome and building his subsequent career upon it. Many of 
his ideas appear in his poems, published in 1813, and in Monaldi, 
written in 1822, also in correspondence of the twenties and thirties. 
4. Allston's reputation presents the paradox of unbelievably high 
encomiums during his life from the leading minds of his day and a 
dwindling professional reputation which, at the close of the century, 
presented almost nothing of interest to the critical historian. The 
criticisms of Allston at this time, however, were found to have 
ignored completely Allston's contribution as critic. The fact that 
during th~ lean years of accomplishment in painting, Allston's mind 
was constantly expanding in its grasp of significant truths is evident 
from his own explanation of his problem as artist. The intriguing 
paradox in the history of Allston's reputation, and the acknowledged 
problem of the painter, logically suggested the subject of the second 
part of the dissertation: an analysis of Allston's critical theory, to 
determine its nature and comprehensiveness. 
PART TWO. 5. It was found that Allston provided a philosophical 
basis for his theory, based on a concept of organicism, with the 
process of art considered as a recapitulation of cosmogony, in which 
idea the nature of man was considered to be an indissoluble union of 
mind and body and the realization of value was achieved through a 
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process of objectification of subjectivity, the subjectification of 
objectivity. In Allston's theory of knowledge the same process was 
involved in the realization of the idea. Thus, a dynamic theory and a 
theory of existentialism was introduced by Allston into American thought 
early in the nineteenth century. 
6. In the theory of art which Allston developed were contained 
aspects of the theory of imitation, of expression, and of art as a het-
erocosm, as outlined by M. H. Abrams. But Allston is distinguished as 
providing an original, syncretic theory, which cannot be identified with 
any of these particular theories. 
7. Allston considered the work of art to consist as a unique and 
organically integrated whole which was not a mere unity in variety, but 
a dynamically organized composition involving the idea, the form, and 
the technique, all of which were subordinated to the whole. 
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8. The theory of the aesthetic experience was developed fully by 
Allston, with original contributions as to the nature of the sublime 
and the position of the grand and magnificent in relation to other values 
as well as to the beautiful and the sublime. He clarified the position 
of the imagination in relation to fan~y and associated with it memory 
in the aesthetic experience, considering the total experience to be 
intuitional. He developed the idea which Coleridge held that the logical 
structure of art equates the logical structure of the mind and demon-
strated that all the faculties are employed in the full experience of 
a work of art. 
9. Allston related the work of art not only to the artist, but 
to the observer and to society and the State. In each case he 
perceived an organic relationship involving the development of the 
self, the development of society, and of civilization itself. 
10. In the criticism of art, Allston provided not only for the 
judgment of works of art, but for a type of criticism which would 
remove prejudice and blindness and permit his audience to enjoy for 
themselves a work of art. A most interesting and original feature of 
his theory of criticism is his provision of archetypal modes of paint-
ing, establishing broad categories for the comparison and evaluation 
of art. With Wordsworth and Coleridge, he insists upon the presence 
in art of the poetic vision which distinguishes his idea of "genius" 
and its apprehension of reality from the vision of Peter Bell. 
11. Since, for Allston, the artist occupies the role of seer in 
society and practices a profession of "no mean responsibility," he 
providetl a theory of education for the artist, and thus for the critic 
also, since he does not separate the true critic from the artist. This 
theory insists upon a broad general education and extensive professional 
training, with technical proficiency to be established early in life, 
and with the development of the critical appreciation of art coordin-
ated with the practice of art. Art is in itself, for Allston, found 
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to be an educative instrument, extending the individual faculties and 
the possibilities for value realization through personality development. 
PART THREE. 12. The third division of the study of Allston as critic 
has been concerned with the influences on his theory, and the possible 
derivations of his ideas. Since Allston was so widely traveled and 
also read extensively in several languages, the origins of his thought 
would be difficult to trace, but some suggestions have been made as to 
ideas which might have originated from his reading in Harvard and from 
personal contacts in Europe, as well as from the works of the English 
theorists. While Allston agreed with many aspects of these writers, 
there was always a sharp cleavage in his thought on matters which sug-
gested an esoteric or aristocratic approach to art, or on any subject 
which did not permit integration into a completely organic concept of 
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art and its relations. Allston was undoubtedly influenced by the thought 
of his contemporaries, especially by Coleridge, and also by the ideas of 
earlier theorists, but he was discriminating in the use of such mater-
ial, and transformed it by its incorporation into an entirely new 
framework of basic philosophical concepts. 
13. Because of Allston~a devotion to Sir Joshua Reynolds, and his 
statement that he based his theories "quoad" artist upon Sir Joshua's 
ideas, a somewhat detailed comparison was made of the two critics. 
While it was found that Allston had drawn freely from Reynolds in organ-
ization and in terminology, his own concept of art was clearly differ-
entiated from that of the English critic; and on the nature of the 
object of art and of the aesthetic experience, and also, on the role 
of the artist, his theory differs from that of Reynolds. Thus, while he 
appears to agree with Reynolds in details, on essential ideas there is 
apparently little of consequence with the two hold in common. 
14. The influence of Fuseli on Allston was also considered, and 
here again, it was relatively little that Allston actually derived 
and that which he did find useful was apparently adapted and adjusted 
to fit into his own system. 
15. In the comparison between Allston and Coleridge there appears 
the most basic affinity between Allston and other critics. Allston and 
Coleridge agree where Coleridge and Wordsworth differed. There is no 
doubt that the friendship in Rome between the two critics was mutually 
helpful. Allston states that before that time he had been working in 
the dark and it is quite possible that Coleridge as well as Michelangelo 
and Titian helped to clarify the vision of the young artist and 
establish his object'ives. It should also be remembered, however, that 
Coleridge returned to England to tell his friend Beaumont and others 
enthusiastically about the young American painter whose opinions on 
art had so captivated him as together he and Allston had studied the 
great art of Rome. 
PART FOUR. 16. The fourth and last section of the dissertation 
has been devoted to a study of Allston the critic, providing a critical 
examination of his theory, and demonstrating the adequacy of its scope, 
its remarkable coherence, and its extensive applicability. Allston's 
application of his theory in actual criticism in recorded conversations 
and correspondence has been investigated, as well as the examples of 
criticism which appeared in his published works, and .his influence 
through his writings and through his personal contacts was found to have 
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extended to the Capitol and the White House and even to the Royal 
Academy in England, as well as to the leaders of thought in the New 
England Renaissance. Allston's refusal to write as a critic for the 
press was considered, with possible explanations for his attitude. 
It was concluded that Allston did not attempt to undertake the educa-
tion of the masses of the people, but that he exerted his influence as 
critic where it could accomplish the greatest results--upon the writers 
and other influential minds of his age, and upon his colleagues in art 
and his pupils. 
17. Examples of Allston's criticism were presented in Chapter 
Seventeen to demonstrate the amazing quality of his observations in a 
period when critics generally based their judgments on literary assoc-
iations. With the gift of a poet in the use of words, and the most 
sensitive response of an artist, this particular critic was in a posi-
tion to provide criticism of a high order. By means of such criticism 
it is evident that in eloquent conversations with his friends he 
endeavored to awaken in prosaic and pragmatic hearts an awareness not 
only of the values, but even of the very existence of the world of art. 
lB. In the final chapter of the dissertation, contemporary opinions 
of Coleridge and Ruskin are adduced to point up the fact that if 
Coleridge is head and shoulders above every other critic in the nineteenth 
century for the reason that he provided a philosophical basis for his 
aesthetic, and because of his introduction of the notion of organicism 
into the thought of England and America, then the American critic of 
art, who was no doubt the only living person with whom he could converse 
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on the topic, ought to receive a similar recognition. Allston's 
original contributions, and distinctive achievements may be briefly 
summarized. 
Conclusion 
1. Allston should be recognized as America's first great critic, 
prepared as he was by broad education and professional training, and 
with the natural endowments of sensitivity, emotional warmth and great 
intellectual capacity. 
2. Allston was an American of whom Americans may well be proud, 
exemplifying in his life on an unusually high level the characteristics 
of a humanist, a patriot, a scholar, and an artist-critic. Not less 
sympathetic with the underprivileged than Lincoln, and with no less 
unswerving allegiance to principle and integrity of conduct, Allston's 
character appears equally untarnished by any hint of corruption in any 
area of his multi-faceted life. 
3. Not only was Allston the first great American critic, but he also 
is distinguished as the first critic to provide a complete body of 
critical theory and to establish for this theory a philosophical basis. 
4. The philosophical basis of Allston's theory provides at a 
surprisingly early date a basis of organicism and also a theory of 
existentialism. 
5. The theory of art which Allston produced is related to his idea 
of organicism and considers art in its multiple relations, thus relating 
it to all the theories categorized by M. H. Abrams while identifying it 
with none. Its most surprising aspect is the idea of art as a heterocosm. 
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6. The theory of imagination provided by Coleridge appears to 
have been developed by Allston to include all the human faculties in 
the experience of art, with intuition as the functioning of the total 
self in the enjoyment of art. 
7. Allston provided an archetype in art as a basis for judgment, 
an original and remarkable observation on the levels of artistic 
expression, which alone should entitle him to recognition. 
8. He is fully as advanced as Wordsworth and Coleridge in his 
apprehension of the necessity of poetic vision in art. 
9. The theory of education for the artist and critic provided by 
Allston involved a method of guidance very similar, apparently, to the 
most contemporary theories in art education. 
10. The world of art as conceived by Allston exists in relation to 
man as a means of extending and intensifying his experience of the 
world in which he lives and thus as a means of his own self-realization--
a notable concept for Allston's time. 
11. The position of the artist as seer, integrated him in relation 
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to the work of art and also in relation ~o society, again differentiating 
Allston's thought from that of his contemporaries and immediate followers. 
12. Allston's theory of art is comprehensive, coherent and applicable, 
and he himself demonstrated its value in his own experience as critic. 
While he did not write for the press, his influence was widespread 
during his lifetime through his personal contacts with influential 
minds. 
13. The significance of Allston's influence on Emerson, Charles Eliot 
Norton, and Ruskin remains to be determined. 
and it ought not to be ignored in the contributions of Greenough and 
Morse. 
14. So many of the leaders of thought in early nineteenth-century 
America were in Allston's circle that his influence as a general 
pervasive force should not be ignored. 
15. Allston developed theories of composition and of figure 
construction, and an original theory of color distinguishing him from 
all of his contemporaries. He may be considered to be America's first 
great colorist. 
16. Allston's critical theory appears to connect with contemporary 
criticism in many of his original concepts. His insistence upon art 
as a means of self-realization, for example, harmonizes with the ideas 
of such critics as Guggenheimer, who insists that "until people cease 
to think "of the fine arts as an adjunct to life, as an ornamentation, 
growing out of leisure time and surplus energy, the human personality 
will not be well integrated." Allston's theory will be found to relate 
to that of Alexander in the per-eminence given to the three values of 
beauty, truth, and goodness. It regards the work of art as an organic 
whole, as Bradley, Dewey, and Parker have regarded it. The experience 
of art as Allston refers to it appears to be similar to that of Heron 
who describes the "point at which the inner and the outer intersect, 
meet and wrestle in an endeavor each to be interpreted into terms of 
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the other," with the goal of the correspondence of "objective with 
subjective." He provides .a.cchetypes as required by Frye. In contemporary 
criticism, Allston appears to find the sympathetic minds which for a 
century he has awaited. 
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WASHINGTON ALLSTON AS CRITIC 
(Library of Congress No. Mic. 60 ) 
Mabel Raynor Bartlett, Ph.D. 
Boston University Graduate School, 1960 
Major Professor: William M. Jewell, Professor of Fine Arts 
A scholarly treatise on art, written by an American artist in the 
first half of the nineteenth century, and almost completely ignored 
in the history of American art and thought, provided the original 
incentive for the study of Washington Allston as critic. An additional 
incentive derived from the paradox of a reputation which was phenom-
enal in the artist's lifetime, but which had deteriorated almost to 
a nullity by the end of the century in which he lived. 
An examination of the reputation and influence of Allston as critic, 
and an effort to trace the development of his thought, involved a 
scrutiny of biographical material available in legal documents, man-
uscript notes, correspondence, memorabilia, biographies and biograph-
ical sketches; references to the artist in newspapers, magazines and 
literary works; an examination of American criticism; and the history 
of criticism and of American thought, with particular reference to the 
developments in New England. 
As a result of the research involved in this dissertation, the 
following conclusions were reached: 
Washington Allston was an American of whom Americans may well be 
proud, exemplifying as he did in his life on an unusually high level 
the characteristics of a humanist, a patriot, a scholar, and an 
artist-critic. Not less sympathetic with the underprivileged than 
Lincoln, and with no less·unswerving allegiance to principle and 
integrity of conduct, Allston's character appears equally untarnished 
by any hint of corruption in any area of his multi-faceted life. 
Allston should be recognized as America's first critic, a critic 
naturally endowed with sensitivity, emotional warmth, poetic and 
artistic ability as well as great intellectual capacity; one who was, 
moreover, prepared for his work by a classical education, a thorough 
professional training,and a wide acquaintance with art; and whose ex-
tended residence in European capitals gave to him a cosmopolitan point 
of view. 
Not only is Allston distinguished as the first great American critic 
but he must also be recognized as the first critic to provide a 
complete body of critical theory. This appears in his poetry, his 
novel Monaldi, his correspondence, recorded conversations and in his 
Lectures~ Art, which though.incomplete, stand as the first American 
treatise on art. 
An additional distinction is achieved by Allston in the fact that 
he provides not only a body of critical theory, but a philosophical 
basis for his theory, introducing at a surprisingly early date the 
ideas of organicism and existentialism. 
Allston's theory of art is comprehensive, coherent and applicable, 
providing among other features the following: a basis of archetypes 
in criticism; re-creative as well as judicial criticism; an original 
theory of color (in the application of which he is distinguished as 
America's first great colorist), a remarkable theory of art education, 
a theory of art as a heterocosm, and a concept of art as an educative 
force in society and a means of self-realization for the human 
spirit and for the advancement of civilization. 
The influence of this brilliant American critic was extensive 
and pervasive and should be considered as an important factor in the 
development of the arts in America and in the movement known as the 
New England Renaissance. 
In conclusion, it should be conceded that on the same bases that 
Coleridge is distinguished by contemporary criticism as the foremost 
literary critic of the nineteeath century, and because of his very 
definite relation to contemporary thought, Allston should be equally 
recognized as the foremost nineteenth-century critic of art. 
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